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ABSTRACT
Drawing from knowledge about Commedia dell'Arte and
the literature on improvisation, classroom strategies, and
participation, the main focus of this study was to

determine if instructor improvisation affects student

participation in the classroom. This study sought to
answer the following questions: 1. Do teachers use
improvisation in the classroom? If so how? 2. Does

improvisation affect participation in the classroom? If so
how?
While the theoretical methodology for this

qualitative study was based on Goffman's dramaturgical
approach and on Fisher's Narrative Paradigm theories, an
ethnographic approach was employed using observation and

written data collection. The participants in this project

were professors/instructors at
Cal
*

State University San

Bernardino (CSUSB) and the CSUSB Palm Desert Campus. My

observations of classroom were documented via hand written

notes.
Based on the theoretical assumption that teaching is
a form of performance, the results suggest that when

teachers use improvisation their creative talent emerges
along with their artistry. Improvisation was used for

strategies which are improvisation with humor,

improvisation with storytelling, and improvisation using

technology, and for instances which are, improvisation to

introduce the subject matter, improvisation and student
engagement, improvisation caused by student engagement.

Like the actors in Commedia dell'Arte, the
improvisational teacher connects with the audience by

orally painting words. The teacher can become an artist
and unique in his/her genre by using improvisation which

creates an atmosphere for participation.
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CHAPTER ONE

ACT ONE: PROLOGUE
Commedia dell'Arte, literally meaning "Comedy of the

Art", is an Italian, theatrical form complete and

independent in its genre. Recognized as the art-form that
inspired opera, ballet, and slap-stick comedy (Gavello,

2007), Commedia dell'Arte was specifically created to
distinguish a form of theatre played by amateurs,
frequently used in the 16thcentury. According to Fletcher

Bellinger (1927), the term Commedia dell'Arte refers more
to the type of presentation rather than the theme of the

play. Rudlin (1994) explains that Arte is interpreted not
only as 'art' but also as ability and knowledge. "Dario Fd

underlines that it also indicates license: the granting of
professional and therefore protected status: Commedia

dell'Arte means comedy performed by professionals, those
who are recognized as artists" (Rudlin, 1994, p. 14). As a

result, these artists were exclusively categorized as

Commedia dell'Arte actors.
Known as the antithesis of the standard way of making

theater in that period, Commedia dell'Arte had its start

in Italy in the second half of the 16th century. As a

reaction to traditional theatre then, Commedia dell'Arte
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was roaring, and colorful representations bloomed

everywhere in Italy (Gozzi, Bermel, & Emery, 1989). At

that time drama, comedy, and tragedy were habitually
played in socially exclusive performance places such as
large rooms or halls in courts and patrician houses.
Conversely, Commedia dell'Arte was held mostly on simple

stages and performed in a multiplicity of venues,
including indoors and outdoors, in countryside and urban
environments and in streets. "The success of the Commedia

dell'Arte depended almost entirely on the acting rather
than on the scenarios" (Duchartre, 1966, p. 30).
Traditional plays were generally acted by "males:

scholars, students, courtiers or young gentlemen"
(Richards & Richards, 2006, p. 102) . "It was with the
Italian troupes of the Commedia dell'Arte, that women knew

a golden period of equality vis-a-vis male performers and
creators of comedy" (Radulescu & Stadter Fox, 2005,

p. 161). Furthermore, Radulescu and Stadter Fox (2005)
explain that not only were women performing alongside male

actors, but especially because of this artistic genus

established specifically on improvisation and spontaneous
dialogue, they created "scenarios, dialogue and

characters" (p. 161). Thus, unlike traditional theater at
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that time, these "Commedia dell'Arte troupes" performed

for, and were accessible to, all social classes.

The Art of Commedia dell'Arte
According to Kennard (1935), "The Commedia dell'Arte
is art and it is psychology. Commedia dell'Arte is a
theatre of all people, of all arts, of all moments"

(p. 1). Commedia dell'Arte is a colorful theatre of sounds
and lighting, of carnival in streets, and of acting in

courts and in open air. Commedia dell'Arte is a theatre of
actors performing with and without masks; at times in
astounding costumes. "Many of these actors are unknown to
fame; many others are immortal" (Kennard, 1935, p. 1).

Their familiar, diverting, and ridiculous habitually
grotesque faces have been painted, imprinted and carved;

at times also harshly. "The Commedia dell'Arte portrays

incongruous humanity" (Kennard, 1935, p. 1).
The Commedia dell'Arte and a distinctive number of

artists produced the first core of theatre groups

(Delpiano, 2007). The first half of the 16th century
celebrated the first company in Padova, and by the end of
the century troupes like the Gelosi, and the Fedeli became

renowned worldwide (Meagher, 2007). The troupe was mainly
composed of eight men and two women. Some of them
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represented more than one character by wearing different
masks. Commedia dell'Arte plays were unscripted and the

actors improvised around a pre-arranged plot. Usually

actors in Commedia dell'Arte focused on one character,
which they played for the rest of their lives.

Characters and Actors
These characters were stock characters, meaning that
the same characters, appeared in every show. Each character

had his or her own mask, costume, or mannerism, which
familiar audiences would instantly recognize. Focusing on
one character allowed an actor to fuse his/her own

personality with that of the individual they were playing.

This familiarity allowed for easy improvisation and
skillful humorous interaction with the audience on the

spur of the moment (Rudiin, 1994). Language and oral
expression was no barrier; recited in different regional
dialects and along with their skilled mimic, masks,
various physical gestures and improvised dialogue, the

Commedia dell'Arte actors became broadly honored wherever
they traveled (Rudlin, 1994).
Actors made use of well-rehearsed jokes and typical

physical gags, known as lazzi and concetti or humorous

interruptions, as well as on-the-spot improvised episodes

called burle (Italian word for joke), usually involving a
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practical joke (Smith, 1912). Since the productions were
improvised, dialogue and action could easily be changed to

ridicule local scandals, current events, or provincial
tastes, while still using old witticisms and punch lines.
Fletcher Bellinger (1927) explains that the subject matter

was introduced in the opening and organized in acts and
scenes. The need for efficiency, lucidity, and humor

required theatrical skills which were unfamiliar to the
previous theatrical era. The Commedia dell'Arte actors
definitely changed the principles of performing. These

actors interpreted their role with uniqueness,

originality, and vividness, and evaluated and enhanced
parts which frequently appeared insignificant (Fletcher
Bellinger, 1927).
Except for the young lovers, all the characters wore
masks (Smith, 1912). The plots centered on a young couple

who wished to marry but were prevented from doing so by

their elders. According to Rudlin (1994), much of the
"dramatic" comedy was supplied by the servants called the

Zanni who included Arlecchino (Harlequin), Pulcinella
(Punch), and Colombina (Columbine). Other characters

included II Dottore (The Doctor), the Venetian gentleman
Pantalone, the Bolognese lawyer Graziano II Magnifico (The
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Magnificent), and the rival for the young girl's hand

Capitano (Captain).
While Arlecchino represented the forebear of the

modern clown, the rest of the actors, wearing their masks
and costumes, mimicked renowned or real people. Characters

were identified by costumes, masks, and even props, such

as a baton known as a slapstick.

Arlecchino's antagonist was Brighella, which is an
Italian dialectic name for trouble-maker. Brighella always

looked to scam someone and gain a higher position in the
rank of servants (Rudlin, 1994).
One of the characters, Il.Dottore, who was not a real

doctor, arrogantly thought he knew everything and utterly
made citations in educated Greek or Latin. Enmity toward
these "I know it all" characters demonstrates how Commedia
dell'Arte, in typical Italian humor and irony, used to
portray everyday life in a conventional world that often

lacked fantasy and imagination (Delpiano, 2007).
Commedia dell'Arte and Improvisational
Performance

The improvisational performance of a Commedia

dell'Arte actor was employed to be efficient,
understandable, and continuously surprising. Speaking

about Commedia dell'Arte and improvisation, Griffiths
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(1998) asserts that "the comic style of the Commedia

dell'Arte is dependent upon the special ability of its
actors to display their agility with words and gymnastics;

a combination of wit, satire and buffoonery" (p. 3).
Furthermore, Griffiths (1998) claims that "the unique

hallmark of the technique of the Commedia dell'Arte actor

in performance is his [sic] reliance upon his skill with
the mask and his ability at improvisation" (p. 19).

Different audiences enjoyed the Commedia dell'Arte
actors for their art of communication and their natural
manner of interacting with the public. Unlike traditional
theater, the comedy scripts in Commedia dell'Arte outlined

an assortment of plots, but did not specify dialogue to be

followed verbatim. The dialogue was left to the actors'
improvisational skills; therefore they had to be
experienced professionals of refined inventiveness. Smith
(1912) explains that as the public became familiar with

this and satiated by it, the professional actor met the
demand for novelty by inflicting into his/her traditional
repertory new creations suggested by his/her immediate

audience and accomplished by the troupes' special

abilities.
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Commedia dell'Arte in History
Over the centuries, Commedia dell'Arte has been

adapted to suit the needs of successive cultural

movements, and has become a symbolic theme not only in
drama, but also in other branches of literature as well as

in art and music. Since it started, Commedia dell'Arte has
had several and notable followers, like Moliere, Verlaine,

Picasso, Brunelleschi, and many others. "But famous or
obscure, they all join hands across the centuries: they
have become members of this ever young and joyous family
upon whose banner might well be inscribed the device:

'All

genres but the tedious'" (Duchartre, 1966, p. 23).
The Italian players of Commedia dell'Arte who

traveled to France were the first and best-known

performers. Their expressive theatre greatly influenced
the ballet de cour, Moliere's reforms of French comedy,

and through Moliere, the ballet d'action, thus lending the

dance a fresh range of expression and choreographic means.

Showing the improvisational style and traditions of
Commedia dell'Arte, Moliere who was also strongly
influenced by Commedia dell'Arte "plays," created a few

successful comedies. According to Lanson and Cohn (1963),
in the plays Tartuffe ou L'imposteur (literally, Tartuffe

or the Hypocrite) and L'Avare (literally, The Miser),
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Moliere's craftsmanship draws upon methods of the Italian

theatre and particularly those of the Commedia dell'Arte.
Clearly, Commedia dell'Arte's emphasis continued
throughout time, and as argued by Fisher (1992) it widely
influenced a myriad of the 20th Century arts.

Commedia dell'Arte's Influence
The widespread influence of Commedia dell'Arte

highlighted improvisational actors' skills. In the 20th
Century an astonishingly diverse group of playwrights,

actors, directors, and designers rediscovered the art of

Commedia dell'Arte in ways that permanently changed the
direction of modern theatre (Rudlin, 1994). Luigi

Pirandello, Edward Gordon Craig, Vsevolod Meyerhold, Max

Reinhardt, Jacques Copeau, Dario Fd, Charlie Chaplin, Igor
Stravinski, Eugenio Barba, and many more theatre

directors, playwrights, composers and authors sought1

liberation from formal literary drama.
The Italian Commedia dell'Arte actors, using the art

of improvisation and continually interacting with their
public, often followed audience cues and attuned their

play accordingly. The characters they portrayed on stage
were important too as they were the means of communication
(Mazzone-Clementi, 1974). Recognizing the Commedia

dell'Arte actors' stage improvisation and their
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interaction with spectators, suggests that an
improvisational communication approach can significantly

lend itself to increased audience participation. Commedia

dell'Arte's spontaneous, dynamic, and interactive approach
encourages audience participation and therefore, using the

same approach in the classroom should induce student
participation.
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to determine if

instructor improvisation affects student participation in
the classroom. Although creativity, performance, and

imagination are considerable in teaching, studies by
scholars such as Lamm Pineau (1994) and Sawyer (2000,

2004) have shown the importance of the use of
improvisation in the classroom. Baker-Sennett and Matusov
(1997) explain that in improvisational instruction,

education is a collective effort, jointly handled by all
partakers, not only the instructor.
Improvisation

Improvisation is not a new concept. For example,

Holcomb (2001) reports what Quintilian, circa 35 to circa
100, says on improvisation:
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In the climactic chapter of Book X of his Institutio
Oratoria, Quintilian makes a rather remarkable

declaration. He says,

[T]he crown of all our study

and the greatest reward of our long labours is the

power of improvisation [ex tempore dicendi facultas]

(10. 7. 1).

(p. 53)

According to Murphy (1971), the idiom "improvise"
originates from the Latin im-proviso (unexpectedly) and

evokes any condition in which the ways for realizing a

project or the solution to a problem are not promptly
obtainable. In an improvisation the "insignificant"

becomes potentially "significant" as the "actor" is forced
to solve the problem promptly and with a satisfying
solution. "Everyone can act. Everyone can improvise"

(Spolin, 2000, p. 45). Improvisation to Spolin (2000) is

like playing a game. When people set out to solve a
problem with no preconception as to how they will do it,
they permit everything in the environment, being animate
or inanimate, to work together in solving that problem.

Drawing from Commedia dell'Arte, improvisation is a
strong type of theatre disrupted only when exaggerated in
its form. "Improvisation enjoys a privileged position in
our theatre: it is both a form and a technique" (Murphy,

1971, p. 284).
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Improvisation and its Characteristics

Quick problem solving is one of the characteristics

of improvisation. According to Duchartre (1966), "The
actor who improvises plays in a much livelier and more

natural manner than one who learns his role by heart"
(p. 32). However, the same can apply to a

teacher/instructor/educator. In my experience, the
audience becomes similarly engaged as part of the

improvisation. The attention of the audience is required

to a far greater degree when participating in this
improvisation than when passively listening to an orator.
Improvisation originates from theatre (Sawyer, 2004);

nonetheless, the art of improvisation developed by

Stanislavski and Danchenko in Russia, Copeau in France,
Fuchs in Germany, Craig and Barker in England, and

Pirandello in Italy, may open the way for a closer
approximation of actual communication in the classroom.

Lobman (2007) posits that improvisation is effectual in
providing settings where instructors and learners have the

capacity to move along and discover and improve innovative
venues of acting together. "Improv is about taking risks,

thinking outside the box, listening, and working
collaboratively" (Lobman, 2007, p. 2).
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The employment of drama in the classroom has expanded

instruction. To better comprehend how drama can be
appropriately utilized in the teaching of current language
McNeece (1983) suggests that it will be useful to explore
the enlightening opus of Constantin Stanislavski and the

Moscow Art Theatre which influenced the American theater

in the 1950s. "Stanislavski's method suggests a shift from
product (performance) to process (preparation)" (McNeece,

1983, p. 830).
The concept of improvisation is the foundation of

Stanislavsky's method. McNeece (1983) posits that the use

of improvisation consents a regeneration of common texts
if the emphasis is kept on preparation rather than
performance and on inner reality rather than outer forms.

"The essential structure of improvisation is the creation
of a conflict of needs, i.e., a situation that presents a

problem to be solved" (McNeece, 1983, p. 835).

Following this thought, McNeece (1983) posits that
while:
Improvisation is a technique designed to deflect
intelligence and the daily quotidian rationality, we

tend to believe assures us control of our lives in
order to release imaginative energy that, we hope,

will transform rather than merely conform to existing
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circumstances. It involves a temporary disregard for
proprieties and conventions, if only to rediscover
their purpose,

(p. 830)

Improvisation in the Classroom
According to Sawyer (2004), when improvising the
teacher builds a discourse with the students giving them

freedom to creatively express their own knowledge while
providing the elements of structure that effectively

support that co-constructive process. Even when teachers
are following a structured script, there is always some

residual requirement to improvise responses to students in
the class. Also, when a student's question is unexpected,
the teacher has to improvise a way to respond to the

question and then be able to return to a "tempo"
previously established in the classroom (Sawyer, 2004).
For the purpose of this thesis, improvisation is

defined as: a) speaking without a script; b) breaking away
from a planned activity; c) solving problems quickly;

d) responding to the environment; e) unplanned
storytelling and/or delivered at the spur of the moment;
f) the ability to present common "models" and create them

in a new composition.

A review of educational communication and performance
history can lead researchers to consider Commedia
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dell'Arte as a model for improvisational strategies in the
classroom. This manner of combining theatre and

improvisational teaching could be an innovative education
genre to examine as a pedagogical approach for teaching in

classrooms.

Participation in the Classroom
Although some teachers may require classroom

participation on their syllabi, they seldom clearly define

classroom participation. While participation can assume
different modes such as raising hands, asking questions,
stimulating discussion, or debating subjects,
"participation is most synonymous with discussion, which,

at its core is about student engagement" (Jones, 2008,

p. 1). On the other hand, Petress (2006) argues that an
optimal class government depends not only on students'

active commitment but also on the instructor's recognition
and constructive feedback to students. "Students' positive

behaviors should be noted and rewarded" (Petress, 2006,
p. 3).

Since participation is a function for learning, in

order to measure it and be completely understood by
teacher and student, participation should be clearly
defined. Although the various authors reviewed have
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slightly different perspectives on participation, they
agree that classroom participation includes, at the

minimum, the following aspects:

(a) student discussion,

(b) teaching behaviors, and (c) instructor's competency.
"Class participation is one major vehicle toward achieving

quality learning" (Petress, 2006, p. 3).
Research Questions

Drawing from knowledge about Commedia dell'Arte and
the literature on improvisation, classroom strategies, and

participation, the main interest in this study was to

determine if instructor improvisation affects student

participation in the classroom. Hence, the research
questions were:

1.

Do teachers use improvisation in the classroom?
If so how?

2.

Does improvisation affect participation in the
classroom? If so how?
Theoretical Perspective

The theoretical perspective for this study was based
on Goffman's dramaturgical approach and on Fisher's

Narrative Paradigm theories. Goffman's dramaturgical

approach displays the basic principle of possibilities and
boundaries into a methodology for the interpretation of
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human performance. Goffman uses the drama metaphor to
explain how social meaning is attributed to a person

("me/you") in ordinary everyday interaction which he
considers performance. Fisher's Paradigm explains that

humans are "storytelling animals". The theory proposes

that the "stories" people tell are evaluated based on if
they relate to an "audience's" own personal values.

Fisher's (1,984) idea is that all communication forms are
narrative; we communicate to tell stories, or report on an

even(s) .
The theoretical approach is based on Goffman's

dramaturgical theory. Goffman uses the drama metaphor to

explain how social meaning is attributed to a person
("me/you") in ordinary everyday interaction, which he

deems performance. Parallel to Shakespeare's claim that

"all the world is a stage and we are merely players",
Goffman' s claim is that human behavior is like being an

actor presenting a character to an audience. Therefore,

Goffman's analysis and focus are on the relationship
between performance and front stage as the actor's main

goal is to keep coherence (also face) and adjust to the
different settings offered him or her. Goffman's
dramaturgical approach displays the basic principle of
possibilities and boundaries into a methodology for the
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interpretation of human performance, particularly, when

applying the ethnographic methodology.
Like the actors of Commedia dell'Arte, a teacher does
not have to memorize a script, but at times, like

storytellers, he or she can bring improvisation skills
into the classroom to interact with and communicate to
students. Since the goal of this thesis was to determine

if instructor improvisation affects student participation
in the classroom, I also incorporated Fisher's Narrative
Paradigm as a theoretical construct to compliment

Goffman's dramaturgy. DeGenaro (2007) elucidates that in
explaining his concept of the narrative paradigm, Fisher
clarifies that by "narration" he means a "theory of
symbolic actions- words and or deeds- that have sequence
and meaning for those who live, create, or interpret them"

rather than "a fictive composition whose propositions may

be true or false" (p. 40). Narrative as a form of

communication exists worldwide among cultures and time.
History tells that human beings have always used narrative
to pass traditions and rituals from one generation to

another. Fisher's theory sees human beings getting

difficult information and transforming it in narrative and
can be regarded as a model of communication to exchange
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not only messages and information but also culture and

education.
Concept of Dramatism

Goffman's dramaturgical approach and Fisher's
Narrative Paradigm have been used by scholars as a

theoretical construct in different fields. For example, in
a study on computer-mediated transparency, Meijer (2009)
analyzes transparency from different perceptions through
the Internet. Although the use of technology is frequent
in the academic sector there are disagreements and

"uncertainties" about computer-mediated transparency.

Computer-mediated transparency is seen as a menace by
premodernists. While it is seen as a menace to ordinary
ways of trust such as face-to-face rapport, postmodernists

appreciate the esthetic value. Modernists, instead exalt
computer-mediated transparency for its contribution to
trust in providing factual information to the general

public.
According to Meijer (2009), "computer-mediated
transparency refers to the ability to look clearly through
the windows of an institution through the use of

computerized systems" (p. 259). Meijer (2009) posits that
the ambiguous relation between openness and trust is the

center of debates about the new transparency. The common
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idea is that something is taking place behind "drapes" and
once the "drapes" drop everything is exposed and obviously
can be analyzed. Therefore, considering that everything is

scrutinized, while there might be a positive side in
transparency there is a risk that means of trust such as

face-to-face rapport could be jeopardized.
Meijer (2009) argues that it is essential that

educators comprehend these controversies and discuss which
type of computer-mediated transparency is best for the

public area. Transparency proposals intend to form better
government and strategies by issuing precise information
as modern transparency. In conclusion, Meijer (2009)

utters that "transparency reduces uncertainty and
therefore rationalizes society" (p. 262) and that it is
evident that current transparency is structured and has
only one direction.

Established on his theory about symbolic acts,
Goffman (1959) considers people's social relations from
the viewpoint of drama. While Goffman's dramaturgical

analysis regards people as actors playing a role, Meijer
(2009), in the argument on computer-mediated transparency,

states that "the exchange of information is not seen as a
rational interaction but has a symbolic nature" (p. 262).

There is an unclear connection amid openness and trust.
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"Computer- mediated transparency brings us trade-offs:
more openness but also less trust; better information

processing but less value-orientation" (Meijer, 2009,
p. 266).

On the basis of Goffman's (1959) theory about
symbolic acts Goffman regards social relations from the

drama standpoint and demonstrates how everyone plays a

part. The exchange of data has a symbolic characteristic
and is not seen as a natural communication. As for the

public sector, transparency could be examined in the
academic domain. For example, although the teacher plays a

role in the classroom the use of transparency, as
suggested by Meijer (2009), might reduce students'
uncertainties and create a better environment for teaching

in classroom.

Using Goffman's Approach
Using Goffman's dramaturgical theory Preves and

Stephenson (2009) explore the social-psychological
development of negotiating identity in collaborative
teaching. In their analysis of the classroom itself as a
performance space Preves and Stephenson (2009) argue that

a dramaturgical examination of collaborative teaching is
important.
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Birrell (1981) also employs Goffman's theory and
hypothesizes that sport is a significant collective trend

because of its ritualistic implications. The meaning of
sport as a rite is established on the rank of the
sportsperson: an ideal role invested with influence to

negotiate with persons who represent the audience and the

ethical order of the society. Sport, seen a considerable
current day rite can be usefully examined by combining
together "Emile Durkheim's social theory of religion with
Erving Goffman's ideas of everyday life interaction

rituals as significant social ceremonies" (Birrell, 1981,

p. 355). Birrell (1981) posits that Goffman is a
significant successor to the Durkheimian custom whose

explicit involvement is the analysis of daily life as a

rite: a considerable hypothetical addition of the role
ritual conduct plays in the conservation of ethical

stability.
The idea that athletes are important public figures

because they are able to embody significant civic values,
such as courage, willingness, and integrity is supported

by unique sporting episodes celebrated by the media as
examples of valiant action. Therefore, like the athlete
who is a significant social figure and sets an example, an

accomplished instructor can epitomize honor and
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determination, and inspire students to succeed. Similarly

to sport, teaching in the classroom could be seen as a
ritual and supported by Goffman's idea with the ritual of
everyday communication celebrate the self and the other as

highly moral individuals.
Goffman's work on performance is constructive to this

study, especially when I interpreted human performance and
drama evidenced in the classroom. Similarly important is

Fisher's Narrative Paradigm which proposes the idea that
humans are story telling beings and that humans' true
nature in term of communication is to be "storytelling

animals".
Fisher's Narrative Paradigm
Fisher's narrative paradigm theory proposes that the

"stories" people tell are evaluated based on if they

relate to an "audience's" own personal values. Fisher's
(1984) idea is that all communication styles are
narrative, meaning that we communicate to recount or

explain an event(s). The validity of the message is judged
by the recipient according to the proper belief code whether or not it fits within these limits or models.

Fisher (1984) explicates how people communicate by taking

intricate information and transforming it into stories.
Fisher's theory explains humans' true nature in terms of
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communication: humans are "storytelling animals" that send

a message to another and that message is estimated
practical or not based on its trustworthiness.
Hence, Fisher's idea related to this study in four
primary ways: 1) the procedure used by Fisher is that of

observation; 2) the instructor/professor became the
storyteller that communicates a message (the lesson) and

that the credibility of the message is critiqued or
accepted due to its consistency; 3) the

instructor/professor took complicated information and
"created" a story out of it; 4) those stories were
"adapted" and "deciphered" for the audience of that

moment.
Both verbal and nonverbal communication can be
perfectly comprised by the allegory of narrative as it is

recognized in regular, daily expressions. Fisher (1984)

assumed that the beliefs of the paradigm can truly
function with humans: storytelling is, after all, a

universal phenomenon.
Using Fisher's Narrative Paradigm

With confidence in the narrative approach,
Gring-Pemble's (2001) study confronts the liberatory and

participatory implications of the narrative paradigm as
envisioned by Walter Fisher. Through a rhetorical analysis
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of the welfare reform hearings and debates from the 102nd,
103rd and 104th Congresses, Gring-Pemble (2001) argues that

different narrative types ease influential discourse,

dissuade the introduction of other communal visions, and

deny fastidious common ways.
Furthermore, referring to the analysis completed on

public policy debates and legislation, Gring-Pemble (2001)
suggests that "policymakers who tell the best stories and
paint a vivid picture of problems and solutions that is

consistent with their audiences' experiences are more
likely to achieve their desired goals" (p. 361).
Gring-Pemble's idea can be projected into the classroom.
For instance, a teacher that addresses the audience is

more likely to reach the target by telling a story

"painting it with the right colors" and relating it to the
listeners' needs and practices.
In a study conducted on the popular reality
television program Big Brother, Eaves and Savoie (2005)
also employ Fisher's Narrative Paradigm. The authors

maintain that Big Brother is an excellent example of

Fisher's Narrative Paradigm in that narrative coherence
and narrative fidelity were produced and maintained

throughout the show. According to Eaves and Savoie (2005)

through the explicit narrative rudiments of coherence and
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fidelity, the reality TV show unifies spectators under

Fisher's theoretically original paradigm. According to
Fisher's (1987) concept, narrative fidelity is the

facility to which a narrative adjusts or ties to the
audience's principles, experiences, or values.
As with Eaves and Savoie's (2005) study, Fisher's

Narrative Paradigm was appropriate for this thesis. The

teacher who employs narratives as a teaching strategy will
more likely be successful in delivering the message to

students when narrative fidelity is maintained.
In a study of the 1984 Democratic and Republican

Party platforms, Smith (1989) also drew upon Fisher's

Narrative Paradigm. Through an application of Fisher's
Narrative Paradigm and his "logic of good reasons", Smith
(1989) examined the narrative approaches within these two

platforms. Fisher (1987) explains that the extent to which

a narrative presents a reliable guide to act suggests its

"narrative fidelity". Smith (1989) reports, "in 1984 the
stories told through the two platforms met Fisher's
criteria for a logic of good reasons" (p. 98). Although
the two narratives used diverse approaches, Smith (1989)

concludes that each narrative showed continuity within

itself projecting Fisher's perspective that they inspired
values which were in keeping with party traditions.
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No scholarly analysis of social reality or judgment
can be made without the use of a theory to guide the

research. Equally important, Goffman's dramaturgical

approach and Fisher's Narrative Paradigm were employed for
the realization of this study.

Ethnography as a Qualitative Approach
While using Goffman and Fisher's theoretical

perspectives, an ethnographic approach was employed

methodologically. During the 13th Century, Europeans
explorers such as Marco Polo and Christopher Columbus

explored the world and encountered peoples and cultures
very different from their own. During this age of

exploration they understood and judged these different

cultures from their European perspective, resulting in an
inherently ethnocentric and inaccurate perspective. The

field of anthropology would change this bias; a viewpoint
which saw non-whites as primitives and/or savages. Such

thinking evokes the concept of "survival of the fittest"
(Elliot, 1917, p. 29). Overtime, the approach of modern

explorers changed. This new type of voyager, such as
Darwin and Mendel, became a part of the culture they were
visiting since they were living within it. They began
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taking notes and learning how to record their findings

(Havilland, Prins, Walrath, & McBride, 2008).
By mid 19th Century, such questions as the origins of
the world's diverse cultures, peoples, and languages

became matters of great interest in Western Europe. The
common figure of an anthropologist as one who abandons the

"chaos" of modern life and starts living in primal
surroundings was evident. In some parts of Africa or on
some Pacific isle the ethnographers began to live a life
completely different from their own. This model of

ethnographic examination was the creation of a fundamental

change in anthropological philosophy (Risjord, 2000).
Anthropologists like Boas (1940) and Malinowski
(1922) were acknowledged for leaving their current

residence and living in an archaic or different

environment while studying the inhabitants and their
culture. At the turn of the twentieth century, comparative

studies of human culture (ethnology) gave way to the
detailed studies of individual societies (ethnography)

(Risjord, 2000). A new emphasis focused on fieldwork,

which is used to study human behavior and social
organization within a definite cultural set.
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Ethnology
The word ethnology derives from the Greek ethnos -

meaning people, lineage- and logya-, meaning study of

something. "Ethnology- or anthropology, to use the more
current term- takes man as its object of study but differs
from the other sciences of man in striving to understand
that object in its most diverse manifestations"

(Levi-Strauss, 1985, p. 25). Known as the Father of
History, Herodotus, the Greek traveler and geographer of
the 5th Century B.C. told about his nation, and related

his travels and findings with the wide vision of an

anthropologist interested to the understanding of culture
and civilization (Tylor, 1881).

Anthropology is the study of human beings everywhere
and throughout time. Havilland, Prins, Walrath, and

McBride (2008) explain that anthropology is distinct
because of its focus on interconnection and
interdependence of all aspects of the human experience in
all areas and eras both natural and cultural past and

present. Since Herodotus' age, researchers and social
scientists have employed the ethnographic method as a

qualitative approach. Researchers learned and gathered
data about other cultures; they also recorded ethnographic

study. Like ethnology, the word ethnography also derives
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from the Greek language. The term is formed by ethnos -

meaning people, lineage-, and graphy - meaning writing.

Brewer (2000) remarks that ethnography is the study of
natives in their natural habitat or "field". The process

of collecting data captures their collective values and
usual activities. The researcher is involved, and
participates directly in the scenery, and in the
activities, in order to gather information in a methodical

mode.

If ethnology is the science that allows scientists
and researchers to study other cultures and people, then

ethnography is the "tool" that is used to write about
those cultures and people. According to Fetterman (2010),

ethnography is the art and science of describing a group

or culture. The description may be of a small tribal group
in Kenya or a classroom in a suburb or city area.
Levi-Strauss (1963) reveals that ethnography's main

goal is to record, as exactly as possible, the individual
way of different group life. Conversely, ethnology uses
the information supplied by ethnographers. Therefore,

"ethnography has the same meaning in all countries, and
ethnology corresponds approximately to what is known in
Anglo-Saxon countries- where the term ethnology has become

obsolete- as social or cultural anthropology"
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(Levi-Strauss, 1963, p. 2). Agar (1982) elucidates that
the ethnographer works on ethnographies, that are the

meanings of the faction; and states that "The ethnographer
is trying to produce a report for somebody else, to show
how the life of some group makes sense" (p. 783).

Ethnography

Fetterman (2010) asserts, "An ethnography attempts to
be holistic - covering as much territory as possible about

a culture, subculture, or program - but it necessarily

falls far short of the whole" (p. 11). The first person
who experienced this scholarly approach was Franz Boas, a

German-born American anthropologist. Boas (1982) declares,
It may be said that what we describe here is history

of culture, not ethnology. This is true. Ethnography
is part of the history of culture, and cannot be

separated from it. Owing to our increasing
ethnological knowledge we appreciate that the history
of civilization cannot be understood without a

knowledge of that of primitive man.

(p. 633)

Hence, ethnography would not exist without ethnology;
without ethnography it would be very difficult to know the
history of civilization.
While Boas (1982) and his followers such as Benedict,

Mead and Sapir dominated American anthropology, in France,
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Mauss founder of the Institute of Ethnology of the

University of Paris, was studying human societies as total
systems. Mauss, who was the nephew of the well-known

sociologist Emile Durkheim, dedicated his years to

ethnology.
During that period, Mauss was persuaded of the

"benefits for the science of religion of 'sociological' or
'social' ethnology" (Fournier, 2006, p. 57). The benefits

that ethnology had over general sociology, explains
Fournier (2006) , is that "as a 'study of social phenomena

among primitive peoples' it studied 'more simple
phenomena' that was 'closer to their origin' and in a

'more immediate relationship with one another'" (p. 57).
History and Evolution of Ethnology
Mauss known primarily as an ethnologist and a

religious historian is also the object of great
admiration. At his time, the term ethnology indicated "the

descriptive form of the study of human groups and
primarily of populations wrongly called primitive"

(Fournier, 2006. p. 234). In Europe as in America, that
term was related "exclusively to the knowledge of peoples
with an inferior civilization and to the set of phenomena
they display, from biological to sociological and

linguistic characteristics" (Fournier, 2006, p. 235).
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Mauss exerted considerable influence over such

distinct figures as Claude Levi-Strauss in France and

Bronislaw Malinowski and A. R. Radcliffe-Brown in England.
Later, sociologists resided within the culture and lived

with the people, learning that only by studying others one

learns about oneself. One such scholar of human beings and
cultures is Malinowski. "If Charles Darwin is the

archetypal biologist, Bronislaw Malinowski is the
archetypal anthropologist-the Polish aristocrat who
invented the rigorous rite of passage called ethnographic
fieldwork and revolutionized social anthropology in
Britain" (Young, 2004, p. xix). Malinowski's most
important research was on the daily life of the Trobriand

Islanders of New Guinea, in southwest Pacific in which he
documented their customs and learned their language.

While in Europe eminent sociologists like Malinowski
and Radcliffe-Brown persevered in research, and in America

around the 1930s scholars from the Chicago School became
interested and involved in ethnological research.

In the 1940s Whyte (1994) lead the way in participant
observation. Living in North End, Boston, he researched
street gangs' social relations. "I felt I could do very

little as an outsider. Only if I could get to know the
people and learn their problems firsthand would I be able
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to gain the understanding I need" (Whyte, 1994, p. 67).

Just as Whyte observed his subjects, I observed teachers'
use of improvisation (or lack thereof) in classrooms.

Anthropologists contributed to the study of cultures
but they were also ethnographers since they gathered and

wrote about their findings. Today, ethnography is used as

a method of research in the working world. Also, scholars
have used ethnography as a method to examine education

(see e.g., Erickson, 1984; Ogbu, 1981). Consequently,

education is an area that provides fertile ground for
ethnographic research.

According to Erickson (1984) the ethnographer becomes
the instrument of the data collection. Erickson says that
the ethnographer should be clear when expressing his/her

viewpoint and sharing data. He explains that j ust by

understanding ethnography provides more than one advantage
to use the method in a school. The research can include
ethnicity, groups, religion, different statuses in the
school, etc. Erickson (1984) concludes, "I think that
ethnography because of its holism and because of its
cross-cultural perspective provides an inquiry process by
which we can ask open-ended questions that will result in

new insights about schooling in American Society" (p. 65).
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While Erickson suggests that ethnography has the

potential to be used in American schools, Ogbu (1981)
states that ethnography is increasingly used by

researchers in education. He insists that ethnography
would be useful in comprehending communication styles,

interactional styles, and motivational patterns.
"Traditional ethnography properly applied to urban
education or urban schooling can provide rich and valid
descriptive data that can be used for theoretical and
practical objectives" (Ogbu, 1981, p. 5).

Ogbu (1981) examined minority instruction and focused

on "the problem of providing a valid explanation for the

disproportionate failure or minority groups like blacks,
Indian, Chicanos and Puerto Ricans to learn successfully

in American public schools" (p. 3). Many microethnographic

studies have been conducted on minorities and different
groups and when incorporated with macroethnography it will

lead to better academic understanding. Ogbu (1981)
recognizes that the greatest examples of
"macroethnographies of schooling" (p. 13) come from

studies outside America. Ogbu (1981) explains that these
studies used conventional anthropological ethnography and
states that "such studies include Grindal's (1972) study

of schooling among the Sisala of Northern Ghana,
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Singleton's (1967) study of education in a Japanese

village, and Warren's (1967) study of education in a

German village" (Ogbu, 1981, p. 13). During these studies
which occurred in small groups of people the ethnographer

stayed within the group and lived their common life.

"Although the focus of each study was education, the
ethnographer also examined how schooling is linked to

other institutions" (Ogbu, 1981, p. 13).

In their articles related to school ethnography, both
Erickson and Ogbu refer to Malinowski's ethnography; they

both agree that the method has been used with positive

results in classrooms. Ogbu (1981) reiterates that
ethnography is progressively used in the field of

education even if oftentimes it is misinterpreted and
ostensibly utilized by non-anthropologists .

Ethnography today is an important subject matter that

is taught in many classes including Anthropology,
Sociology, and Communication. Trujillo (1999), a scholar

in the field of Communication, teaches ethnography for
field research (collaborative learning) using a team-based

approach. Trujillo formed teams and studied an array of
locations including coffee shops, medical clinics, hotels,
and others. Trujillo (1999) explains that organizing

field-work into groups strengthens the meaning of group
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decision-making. "Another aspect of collaborative learning

that has implications for teaching ethnography is
collaborative writing" (Trujillo, 1999, p. 709). The whole

group partakes in the research: data collection,
observation, participation, and writing. For example, in

one of the classes taught by Trujillo, even though

observation was stressed, the group adopted a

participant-oriented approach to fieldwork. Trujillo
(1999) explains that a relevant element of teaching

ethnography in this century is the use of technology: for

example making an extensive use of e-mail, and Internet

sites and posting field notes on an Internet web site.

Teaching ethnography using collaborative learning takes

more time, but "it is well worth the effort" (Trujillo,
1999, p. 718).

In a study on organizations and communication,

Pacanowsky and Trujillo (1983) reveal that actual concepts
of organizational culture are likely to concentrate on

stagnant, fixed cultural traits and often recording such
traits as "corporation" language, accounts, principles and
considered awareness. For a better way of managing,
Pacanowsky and O'Donnell-Trujillo (1983) suggest to

scholars of organizational culture that they "consider
communication in corporations as cultural 'performances'"
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(p. 129). The main idea of performance, promoted by Erving
Goffman is "drama" and role-play. The concept of Goffman's

"drama" encourages a person to imagine a corporation as a

theatrical arena and the corporation associates as actors
playing a multitude of roles in a variety of acts. "The
theatricality of performances suggests that organizational

members are choice-making individuals" (Pacanowsky &

O'Donnell-Trujillo, 1983, p. 130).
Pacanowsky and O'Donnell-Trujillo's (1983) idea on

organizations and communications can be projected in the

academic arena. Cultural performances via "dramatism" were
examined as teachers (performing on stage) communicate
with students (audience).

Anthropologists, Ethnographers and Education
The ethnographic approach is used by scholars to look
at what people do in a particular culture. Researchers

observe daily rituals and performances that inform them
about the culture under study. Ethnography is a method

employing participation and/or observation. In order to
study a culture the most productive ethnographic method is

to be immersed in the culture, typically as a participant

observer.
According to Willis and Trondman (2000), "Ethnography
is the disciplined and deliberate witness-cum-recording of
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human events" (p. 394). Furthermore, Willis and Trondman

(2000) restate that ethnography is a sequence of schemes
relating continuous communication with people, recording,
reporting and valuing the encounter, and representing

fractions of the complicatedness of human practice.
Wolcott (2008) states that along with different
approaches, for example evocative or regarding the natural

world, ethnography is in fact considered one of them. His
point is that "An ethnographer's ways of seeing tells us

more about the doing of ethnography rather than does an
ethnographer's way of looking" (Wolcott, 2008, p. 70).
Furthermore, he reminds us that the ethnographer does not

only "see" what he sees, but that he also tells a story.

"The storyteller in ethnography is the ethnographer"
(Wolcott, 2008, p. 148) Therefore, in this study, the
ethnographic method of observation is appropriate since it

is designed to "tell" more about data than the result of
the researcher's opinion.

Employing Ethnography

When conducting ethnographic research there are a

myriad of approaches such as observation, participant

observation, focus groups, and interviews (Silverman,
2006). However, for this particular study, the most
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appropriate approach to collect and transcribe data was

via observation in classrooms and through interviews with
professors/instructors.
Besides allowing the researcher to gather more

information, there are several reasons why observation was
the best method to conduct this research. One reason was

to be able to experience the same events, actions, and
values and understand the point of view of the people

being studied. Being in the classroom as an observer I had
the opportunity to view and study what happened on "stage"

from a detached point of view allowing me to evaluate

objectively. Another reason is contextualism which is the
basic message qualitative searchers convey. Whatever the

sphere in which the data are being collected, one can
understand events only when they are situated in the wider
social and historical context (e.g. behavior in the

context of the classroom).
As an example of this type of ethnographic work,

Silverman (2006) published a study he conducted at a
weekly clinic held at the genitor-urinary department of an

English metropolitan hospital. The aim was to gather

firsthand information about social processes in a
"naturally occurring" context. Silverman states that he
was present at the consulting room at a side angle to both

40

doctor and patient. Patient's permission for the

researcher's presence was obtained by the leading doctor.
Like Silverman, I used first hand observed information to

draw conclusions about improvisation.

Observation and details are important in the
findings. A good researcher should observe every detail.

Listening and recording observations are as equally

important as observing. Whyte (1994) provides a very good

example in his study of the Chicago restaurants. In his
study, Whyte (1994) examined worker's and conditions in

restaurants in the Chicago area, specifically, in terms of
the restaurant's social organization. Using his eyes to

examine the spatial order of activities Whyte (1994)

gained knowledge and immense benefits. Similar to Whyte's
study, I recorded what I observed and gathered information
specifically on the teacher's techniques and particularly

on whether Commedia dell'Arte's style of improvisation was
used and if it affected student participation. I was

particularly interested in noting if improvisation was
used and how it may have affected participation in terms

of verbal and non-verbal responses. Moreover, I observed
if students' participation increased or decreased when the

teacher used improvisation and how their nonverbal
behavior seemed to respond to improvisation.
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Another example of participant observation is
Geertz's research at a Balinese cockfight. "Doing"

ethnography is like striving to decipher a text - strange,
unfamiliar, washed out, incomprehensible, full of
acronyms, and written not in typical signs but in

ephemeral patterns of presumed forms (Geertz, 1973). In
reading Geertz's notes on the Balinese cockfight one can
better understand Geertz's statement that participant
observation leads to more informed results. Only by being

present and observing a circumstance can one gather
information first-hand and accomplish the research. Only
by being present in the classroom was I able to gather the

needed information and address the research questions for

this thesis.
Procedural Steps

This research has California State University San
Bernardino (CSUSB) Institutional Review Board approval

(see Appendix A). The participants in this project were

professors/instructors at CSUSB and the CSUSB Palm Desert
Campus. Thus, to conduct this study, I contacted

professors/instructors by e-mail and telephone and
obtained his/her approval to observe one class session.

Professors/instructors were selected by convenience from
the English and Communication Studies Departments. Upon
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approval I attended the class session to observe the

instructor and consequent student participation in the
classroom. My observations were documented via hand
written notes. These notes included the teacher's

creativity, personal stories or narratives, the use of

improvisation, and the student's reactions including

participation in the classroom.
After the classroom observation, I conducted an
interview with the professor/instructor and later

transcribed the notes. The informal open-ended,
semi-structured interviews (see Appendix B) were designed

to allow focused, conversational, two-way communication.
The interviewee was encouraged to freely express ideas and

provide information. The flexible manner to present
questions and gather information was intended to put the
interviewee at ease.

In summary then, the ethnographic tool of observation
I
was the most appropriate approach for the collection of
data for this thesis. This tool, coupled with interviews

with professors/instructors, garnered appropriate data to

address the research questions posed for this thesis.
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Thesis Chapter Outline
The culmination of this thesis resulted in four

chapters:
Chapter 1 consists of the introduction, statement of

the problem, research questions, method, and

theory.
Chapter 2 addresses if teachers use Commedia

dell'Arte style improvisation in the classroom
and if so, how.
Chapter 3 analyzes whether Commedia dell'Arte style

improvisation affects students' classroom
participation and if so, how;

Chapter 4 consists of a summary of the findings,
implications, concluding remarks, limitations,

and directions for future research
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CHAPTER TWO,

ACT TWO: IMPROVISATION AND TEACHING CREATIVELY
Improvisation has a long history. According to
Quintilian, circa 35 to 100, improvisation is essential in

conveying credibility: when a speaker changes from a
structured to an unprompted way of acting, the audiences

consider the unrehearsed discourse as more trustworthy,
more appealing and more genuine than the one previously

planned (as cited in Holcomb, 2001). "Quintilian declares
that the power of improvisation is the highest achievement

of the orator" (Tellegen-Couperus, 2003, p. 251) .
The art of improvisation has been considered

essential not only in oration but also in theatre, whose

roots are found in a type of performance essentially based
in improvisation, namely Commedia dell'Arte. Commedia
dell'Arte emerged during the sixteenth century in Italy as
improvisational performance free of scripts and based on
spontaneous dialogue. "The very structure of the Commedia

dell'Arte scenarios reinforces the idea that the actors

were freely improvising" (Crohn Schmitt, 2004, p. 4) .
Commedia dell'Arte actors' performances were

improvisations generally in a scheme shape identified as a
scenario (Sawyer, 2004).

(Habitually introduced as
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argomento [Italian for theme/subject matter], the scenario
mainly reveals a romantic scheme.) Action was split up by
the scenario into smaller acts, or dialogue parts which

enabled the actors to organize their extemporaneous speech
(Henke, 2002).

Without scripts, devised scenarios were improvised
and made relevant to the particular town in which the

company was performing. Rudlin (1994) explained that in

Commedia dell'Arte the scenario is a scheme outline,
providing the basic elements for the actors to interact.
Never-ending improvisation established Commedia dell'Arte

magnetism on stage. There was not a codified script; but

in order to succeed, it required good actors and extremely

accurate rules had to be followed (Delpiano, 2007). "The
overall analogy to the Commedia dell'Arte holds true" says
Ewald (2005), "the scenario is set, the cast of characters

enters, and the performance begins" (p. 115).
Commedia dell'Arte as a Source of Inspiration
Commedia dell'Arte had a strong impact on the
development of modern theatre. First, the structure of a

Commedia dell'Arte performance represented a source of
inspiration for the plays written by great masters of

comedy and satire such as Pirandello and Brecht (Green
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Burgess & Swan, 1993). The Commedia dell'Arte characters',
mischief, and pranks inspired Shakespeare who used them
for his comedies, thrilled in employing Italian scheme

devices. Erroneous identity, imagination, and
personification, coming together were all strategies used

in the original Commedia dell'Arte (Hochman, 1984).

Influenced by the Commedia dell'Arte, Moliere, best known
for the comedies of character in which he derides a vice

or a kind of surfeit by caricaturing and ridiculing

someone who is its incarnation wrote Le Tartuffe, the
spiritual charlatan.
Second, Commedia dell'Arte has had a significant

influence as inspiration for modern performance, not
necessarily theatrical. According to Green Burgess and
Swan (1993), great theatre directors and playwrights such

as Vsevolod Emilevich Meyerhold, Jacques Lecoq, composers

such as Igor Stravinski and authors such as T. S. Elliot
were influenced by the Italian Commedia dell'Arte and its

mastery of improvisation. Ruse, hyperbole, and

"dramatic-theatrical" awareness are Commedia dell'Arte
trademarks; ridicule, insolence, and satire are its best

arms to oppose the grave intimidation of the true world.
Commedia dell'Arte, together with the models it provides,
influenced contemporary creativeness, and for more than
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forty years its mark remained strongly present in the
Western culture (Green Burgess & Swan, 1993). Also, these

artists viewed Commedia dell'Arte as theatrical art at its

pinnacle of expressivity and creativity.

Commedia dell'Arte style/approach can be transferred

into the classroom. Specifically, the scenario that in
Commedia dell'Arte is presented as argomento can be used
as an effective means of presenting the classroom lecture.
Like Ewald (2005) reports, the similitude between a

Commedia dell'Arte actors and.a teacher in the classroom

is that when the scenario is set, the teacher like
Commedia dell'Arte actors uses a technique and performs
for an audience.

According to Phillips (1954), Commedia dell'Arte
means the boundless improvisation used on a given plot

structure known as scenario by a certain set of
characters. Relating this approach to teaching, the

scenario can be equivalent to the class agenda that a

teacher prepares for the class session. For instance, in
improvising, the teacher creates a dialogue with the
students, giving him/her freedom to creatively construct

his/her own knowledge, while providing the elements of

structure that effectively supports that co-constructive
process (Sawyer, 2004). Commedia dell'Arte actors use
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their techniques and perform for an audience. Similarly

teachers "perform" for students, representing the

audience. Therefore, since typically participation is a
desired ingredient in classroom teaching, the Commedia

dell'Arte actors' improvisational style suggests that such
an approach could be pedagogically used for classroom

teaching.

The Art of Improvisation
Using the art of improvisation that was employed to

be efficient and continuously surprising for the audience,
the Italian Commedia dell'Arte actors successfully

interacted with different audiences stimulating attention
and participation. The excitement generated from Commedia

dell'Arte was predominantly drawn from the performance's
improvisational nature. I argue the same excitement can be

generated by an instructional improvisation in the

classroom. The Commedia dell'Arte actors' improvisational

approach encourages desired audience participation. Thus
an instructor's improvisational performance in the
classroom can lead to a successful interaction with

students involving them didactically and affecting

participation. The professors'/instructors'
improvisational presentation may help make the material
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covered more accessible to students by showing them how to
apply the concepts to real situations.

Teaching as Creative Performance
According to Ewald (2005) there is an obvious

similarity between the improvisational performer and the

teacher. "Teaching in the classroom has that same mix of

premeditation and improvisation that successfully
communicates with the audience" (Ewald, 2005, p. 115). As

demonstrated by its history, teaching is, among other
things, performance. Tauber and Sargent Mester (2007)
state, "We envision a teacher's performance skills, his or
her teaching strategies, as analogous to the tools carried

by any craftsperson, including actors" (p. 15).
Since the beginning of language, culture was taught

through words, observation, and emulation; traditions and
education were passed from one generation to another.

Inbolt (2002) argues that an alternative mode of
inter-generational transmission becomes possible, whereby

information is passed on in the normal course of social

life by word of mouth or by education rather than by
genetic or social inheritance.

A few great teachers in history, such as Plato,
Socrates and Aristotle, are worth mentioning here because

they provide excellent examples of education and
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communication. For example, Socrates contributed an

educational method which is still considered as a powerful
tool for encouraging critical thinking (Bain, 2004).

Aristotle possessed the art of captivating his students or

an audience with powerful and eloquent speeches. "Plato's

student Aristotle took a more pragmatic approach to the
art, codifying it in his lecture notes that were compiled

into what we now know as the Rhetoric" (Littlejohn & Foss,
2007, p. 50). Later, when gurus like Socrates and Plato

established their own school of education, Aristotle
produced writings on aesthetics, ethics, psychology, and

rhetoric. Widely recognized as one of the great teachers

of all time, Socrates, taught his students with a method
now known as the Socratic Method. In this method, the

instructor teaches by asking questions that lead students
to discoveries of the topic, rather than simply giving

them the answers (Brickhouse & Smith, 2000). "Socrates'

method of question and answer (known as the elenchos),
Socrates' preoccupation with definition, and Socrates'
professions of ignorance are characteristically Socratic

and fundamentally epistemological" (Benson, 2000, p. 5).
As Durham Peters (1999) suggests, the Socratic Method is

based on the kind of teacher-student dialogue that

approaches seduction. The teacher's focus is on one
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student only, whom the teacher is supposed to nurture
through the judicious use of words. Moreover, even the

printed word is suspect in this model as it may fall in

the "wrong hands"- that is in the hands of one to whom the

discourse is not addressed.

Another great philosopher, Aristotle, also

constitutes a prototype for educators. He studied various
subject matters of different disciplines and he taught and
communicated knowledge to his students. According to
historian Durant (1926), no other philosopher like
Aristotle has contributed so much to the explication of
the world. While Aristotle contributed to the

enlightenment of the world, scholars, mentors, and
teachers continue in their quest for finding new methods

to improve education and communication in schools. This is
evident in the several guides and books on teaching that
are available (see, e.g., Bain, 2004; Delpit, 1995; Fay &

Funk, 1995; Filene & Bain, 2005; Mendler, 2000; Palmer,
2007; Whitaker, 2003) which not only discuss techniques
but generously share their findings and personal

experiences .

Improvisational Performance

As the briefly mentioned history demonstrates,

teaching and performance are related. Indeed, Sawyer
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(2004) argues that schooling has often been considered a
creative performance. Schooling is improvisational

performance as it enhances the reciprocal and developing

nature of real classroom ritual and portrays teaching as a
creative art. "It is through improvisation that we weave
familiar and unfamiliar activities and ideas in response

to social, contextual, and individual needs"

(Baker-Sennett & Matusov, 1997, p. 210). Working in a
I

collaborative learning environment encourages students'

participation and their involvement produces curiosity
which constructs knowledge and the drive to be part of a

continuous process (Baker-Sennett & Matusov, 1997; Borko &
Livingston, 1989; Sawyer, 1997).

As professionals, teachers acquire proficiency

throughout training and experience. Frequently, teachers

face the unexpected in a field where errors are not
forgiven (Yinger, 1987). Students are not generally
willing to accept errors on the part of those who teach

them. Yinger (1987) describes interactive teaching like an
improvisational performance and Tochon (1993) explicitly

tackles the subject of "improvisation" as a procedure used

by teachers as bearers of great knowledge and experience.
According to Schon (.1983) , the best practitioners do not
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"trust" structured formulas to make decisions; they are
capable to improvise answers in non familiar situations.
In a study by Pelletier and Jutras (2008), result

that improvisation training, active in the management of
the unexpected, leads to positive outcomes in the

classroom. Improvisation, argue Pelletier and Jutras
(2008), is manifested when facing a new situation.

Research by Schon (1983), Yinger (1987), Tochon (1993),
Sawyer (2004), and Pelletier and Jutras (2008),
illustrates that improvisation can develop the ability to

better manage the unexpected in the classroom. Therefore,
using improvisation as an approach to teaching can

facilitate a better management of the unexpected in the

classroom.

When thinking or speaking about improvisation, one
may tend to gravitate toward theatre because the practice

of improvisation is absorbed in a theatre with no script.

Spolin (2000) suggests that "improvisation is not an
exchange of information between players, it is communion"

(p. 45). Speaking about performance, Spolin (2000) posits:
"A moment of grandeur comes to everyone when they act out

of their humanness without need for acceptance,
exhibitionism or applause" (p. 44).
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Drawing from knowledge about Commedia dell'Arte and

the literature on improvisation, classroom strategies, and

participation, and the possible influence of Commedia

dell'Arte improvisational approach as a form of

communication, the purpose of this study was to determine
if instructor improvisation affects student participation
in the classroom. The first research question asked "Do
teachers use improvisation in the classroom? If so how?"

According to my ethnographic observations, yes, most of
the teachers in my study used improvisation in their
classrooms. In terms of how improvisation was used, I have

distinguished three distinct moments and three different
strategies when teachers used improvisation. The three

distinct moments were to introduce the subject matter, to

invite student engagement, and to use unplanned student

engagement in order to make a teaching point. The three
different strategies that I have recognized were

improvisation with humor, improvisation with storytelling
and improvisation using technology.

Improvisational Moments
Murphy (1971) reveals that improvisation, especially
when related to a formal manuscript, is essential to the

performer's unique effort. Hence, the use of improvisation
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could help encourage attention and enhance the teacher's
creative work in the classroom.

Improvisation to Introduce the Subject Matter

In one classroom, I observed that the teacher entered
the classroom and with nonchalance engaged with students

in a conversation about one of the main points of that

day's lecture. Evidently, the focus of the lecture was on
the role and the goal of a "director"; like an actor who

performs for his audience, the teacher improvised a little
act for the students, personifying the "director" and

everything related to the character. During the teacher's
acting, in a profound silence, the students were taking

notes. At the end of the teacher's performance most of the

students confessed that they never experienced such an
enjoyable learning experience making it understandable and

clarifying a tough subject. According to Felman (2001),
"There is continuous reciprocity on this stage between
actor and audience, teacher and student" (p. xvii) because
this is an authentic performance at its most thrilling
where the finale depends on the students themselves rather

than on the professor.

Speaking about teaching, Highet (1963) said,
"Teaching is an art not a science" (p. vii). Teaching is a
creative form of art especially if it is improvisational.
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Sawyer (2004) states that engaging classroom debates and

participation increases efficacy as a result of their
mutual improvisational characteristics .
In another scenario, using a theatrical style, a

teacher began the lecture claiming, "The magic learning
for today's session would be the principles of education.

Remember that the hardest thing for human being to do is
to keep attention" (personal observation, 2009). The

teacher emphasized the importance of writing a clear
paragraph so that people can understand what one is trying

to express. Next the teacher ordered an activity, "Explain
in one sentence your interpretation of concept" (personal

observation, 2009). Students were called to read aloud.
One student said "T wrote a sentence but I don't know if

it is a concept" (personal observation, 2009). The teacher

explained,

A concept is a thought or an idea formed. Good
listening is a concept. Good listening, means paying

closely attention to what people say. For example, I

always pay close attention to what my three-year-old
kid has to narrate. Most of the time I learn

something Like the teacher who listens to improvised

stories by a three year old child and learns, the
students as well might learn from the teacher's
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improvisational performance,

(personal observation,

2009)

As charismatic as a professor is and as impressive as
the performance appears, to obtain attention and

participation from the students an instructor must
constantly be informed, up-to-date and examining different

teaching strategies. According to Hodgson and Richards
(1979), history teaches that all different art began with

improvisation. Drawing from this statement, one of the

professors I observed performing his craft not only began
the opening speech in a theatrical manner, but broke away

from a planned lecture, declaring philosophical thoughts
that caught the complete attention of the class.
The improvisational performance provoked students'

concentration and smoothed the progress of their

understanding. To introduce a topic and explain the

characteristics and meaning of a specific role, instead of
using common teaching tools such as PowerPoint, graphs, or

just lecture, another professor improvised a little act
for the students. The professor personified the character

and depicted its value and attributes using gestures and

formal academic language. Conceptualizing improvisation,

Aristotle (2004) revealed "Be that as it may, Tragedy-as
also Comedy-was at first mere improvisation" (p. 5).
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Improvisation and Student Engagement
A second finding in this study is how teachers I

observed used improvisation in order to capture and

maintain the students' attention. For example, in one of
the lectures I observed, the teacher integrated the

lecture with History and Geography, but the students were
not paying attention. The teacher stopped and called on

one student asking, "Are you a consumer?" (personal

observation, 2009). The student replied "Yes, I am"
(personal observation, 2009). Then addressing another
student, the teacher asked, "Do you pay to be here?"

(personal observation, 2009).The student responded "Yes I
do" (personal observation, 2009). Addressing the classroom
the teacher stated, "Then use it and get your money for

it. Ask questions" (personal observation, 2009). Here, the

teacher consciously shifted the role of the audience by

suddenly addressing the audience not as traditional
students, but as interested consumers, thereby altering
the lecture script. In this scenario, the teacher used

improvisation more than once. Realizing that the students

were not paying attention, the teacher broke away from the

planned schedule and, speaking without a script, addressed
the classroom with questions, apparently unrelated to the
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lecture, to prompt attention and rouse the students'

attention.
Still when some teachers ’stuck to their planned

schedule, it was often necessary to improvise answers to

students in the class. For example, one teacher started
the session and announced the daily agenda. Next, the

teacher started the lecture in a monotonous mode often
repeating a concept twice. The teacher followed a
structured plan and words appeared as a written script.
Suddenly, interrupting the teacher's monologue a student

said "I don't get it" (personal observation, 2009). The

teacher embarked in a lengthy explanation using examples
from the book. Another student said, "Could you elaborate
the concept?" (personal observation, 2009). The teacher

paused for a moment then with the same attitude of a

magician that pulls the rabbit out of the hat, began
storytelling using his/her own experience to illustrate
the theory and enlighten the students.

In one classroom, after the professor who had the
students' attention illustrated in details the meaning of

a passage in the chapter, a student interrupted the

lecture and asking if this explanation was very important
for the test. Calmly, with no signs of impatience the

professor replied, "Let's find out and read it again"
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(personal observation, 2009). Without altering the tone of

voice or responding to the provoked question, the
professor returned to the lecture without altering the
classroom balance. "When a student's response is

unexpected, the teacher has to improvise a way to respond

to the question and then turn to his or her own script for
the class" (Sawyer, 2004, p. 16) .

Improvisation Caused by Student Engagement
Sawyer (2004) explains that often an unanticipated

student question requires the teacher to think quickly and
creatively, accessing material that may not have been

reviewed in preparation for class. It requires the teacher

to rapidly improvise a response displaying an ability to
convert his/her own expertise of the subj ect matter into a

type that will communicate with that student's level of
comprehension. The most successful teachers are those who
can efficiently use an extensive selection of structure,

change narratives, and adjust plans as the matter and the

students seem to require (Borko & Livingston, 1989;
Leinhardt & Greeno, 1986). These changes are
improvisational answers to the distinctive necessities of
a class.

In my ethnographic observations this held true. I'
noted that teachers improvised with the help of the
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audience to achieve particular purposes. For instance in
one interaction, a student queried "Can I speak for

everybody all the time?" (personal observation, 2009).The

class laughed. The teacher addressed the class, "What do
you say class?" (personal observation, 2009). At first

there was silence, and then a student spoke, "No, she can
ask questions for herself, and I will ask questions for

myself" (personal observation, 2009). Here the teacher
involved the audience in an improvisational manner in

order to convey the importance of thinking on one's own.

Teachers have to negotiate a fine line between
improvisation and control. On the one hand, improvisation
can contribute to a more relaxed class atmosphere by

making students laugh and encouraging students to ask more

questions. This aspect of improvisation, as it relates to
question-asking from the audience, has been studied by Ziv

(1988). The outcome attested that "the teacher using mixed
humor received the highest evaluation on 'appeal' and
'originality' factors" (Ziv, 1988, p. 6). During the

course of-my ethnographic observations I noted that during
one lecture a student interrupted the teacher asking a

question that was totally unrelated to the lesson. The

teacher smiling replied, "It is a gloomy day today, a good
day for quiz" (personal observation, 2009). Nervously, the
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same student exclaimed, "Quiz? Why today?" (personal
observation, 2009). The teacher's reply was jovial,
"Because it's a gloomy day. Good for quiz" (personal

observation, 2009). The class laughed, and without enmity
the students prepared for the quiz. In this case it

appeared as though the students' appreciation of humor in
the classroom seemed to stimulate their interest and

affect their participation. "Humor appropriately used has
the potential to humanize, illustrate, defuse, encourage,

reduce anxiety, and keep people thinking, even given such
pressures" (Torok, McMorris, & Wen-Chi, 2004, p. 19).
The use of improvisation in response to student

engagement is clearer when contrasted to examples of
teacher-student interaction without improvisation, in

which the teacher maintained complete control over the
interaction. Consider, for example, the following

classroom interaction: A student addressing the teacher
said "I was sure about this answer" (personal observation,

2009). The teacher asked, "Did you write it?" (personal

observation, 2009). The student replied, "Yes, but not as
explanatory as the one you wrote on the board," (personal

observation, 2009). The teacher said "Most important is

that you understand the concept" (personal observation,
2009). Another student asked immediately afterwards
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whether a certain term would be on the test. The teacher

responded, "It could be. What counts is that you

understand the concept" (personal observation, 2009). Here
the teacher-student role is clearly defined and not

altered during interaction. This example shows that during
this teacher-student interaction without improvisation,
the teacher maintained complete control over the

interaction.

In a second example, the teacher interacted with a

student but refused to improvise in order to maintain
control of the class discussion. One teacher was

explaining how speeches can be organized and used the
analogy of a dresser. A student said, "I don't have a

dresser," (personal observation, 2009) and laughing about
his own sarcastic comment turned to see his peers'

reaction. Yet, there was no reaction from his peers. The

teacher replied with a smile, "Too bad, it would have
helped understanding order and organization. Let us move
on" (personal observation, 2009) . In this scenario, I
observed that the teacher's reaction was not favorable to

the student's humor. In spite of the smile, the teacher

refused to improvise and maintained the control in the
student-teacher-class interaction.
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In a third example, another teacher actually refused
interaction and refused to respond to a student. After

writing on the board, the teacher drew a figure and said
that it will help in understanding the concept. Few

questions were asked and the teacher's answer was, "I

could respond, but I don't want to confuse you with
details" (personal observation, 2009). Following the

teacher's reasoning, a student (who seemed comfortable
enough to speak) suggested, "When you ask questions, why
don't we write them down, and each student writes down the

answer and then we discuss them?" (personal observation,

2009). Without - thinking too much, the teacher replied,
that "This is a good way to work; I will be happy to do

that" (personal observation, 2009). The teacher continued
the lecture while the students were taking notes
intensively.

In the post observation interview the same teacher
declared that improvisation is essential. The teacher
disclosed to incorporate improvisation in the classroom

and to use storytelling and personal narrative. The

teacher revealed to encourage students to think
independently and to give them space as they need to

practice before (personal observation, 2009).
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Evidently, the answer, "I could respond, but I don't

want to confuse you with details" (personal observation,
2009) is part of this teacher's teaching strategy. The

teacher declared to me later in our interview that
improvisation was used in the classroom which was intended

to train students to think independently. The students'
request about writing the questions and discussing them
with the classroom and the teacher denote engagement and
interest on behalf of the students. What appeared to be

refusal of interaction with students was this teacher's

strategic teaching mode.

In fact, the students asked many questions and the
teacher led the discussion. The teacher wrote key words

and concepts on the board displayed with creativity; each

concept was introduced or preceded with a story. At the
end of the exposition, when the last part of the "cobweb"
was drawn on the board the students who participated

actively in the process were excited to give the answer.
One student said "I see the light" (personal observation,

2009) and others joined this team effort. Questions now
have answers and they were answered by the students.
The different scenarios that I noted during my

ethnographic observations and the examples discussed above
show that several teachers use improvisation in the
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classroom. Teachers use improvisation according to their

teaching style, but it appears clearly that improvisation

engages students' interest and affects their

participation.
Improvisational Strategies

In addition to different improvisational scenarios,

during my research I observed several improvisational
strategies among the teachers under study. These

strategies included improvisation using humor,

improvisation using personal narratives, and improvisation

using technology. According to my ethnographic
observations, each strategy employed was per se successful
and whether humor, personal narratives or technology were

used the students appeared to participate in fully.

Improvisation with Humor
In a study about teaching and learning with humor,

Ziv (1988) argues that teachers who lecture properly act

like fine artists. To obtain the audience's attention
teachers must render vivacious and appealing text written
by somebody and, like all artists, they have to repeat

their "exploit". "Humor can be an efficient tool in the
teacher's armamentarium" (Ziv, 1988, p. 13). According to
Ziv (1988) instructors can enhance the quality of their
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instruction in exploiting natural humor but not always the
education of their scholars. Chesebrough (1998) suggests
that oration was a significant component of life in 19th

century America and Frederick Douglass was acknowledged
for his wit and ability for conveying improvised speeches.

"There were many rhetorical tools Douglass used to convey
his pathos. Humor-biting, sarcastic, satirical humor-was

an important, effective and powerful tool in Douglass's

oratorical arsenal" (Chesebrough, 1998, p. 90). Ziv (1988)

implies that humor leads to positive outcome in the
classrooms. On the other hand, studies indicated that the

degree of humor must be measured for each class session

(Gorham, & Christophel, 1990; Wanzer, Frymier, & Irwin,

2010; Ziv, 1988). Nevertheless, Ziv (1988) indicates that
excess of humor would turn the teacher into a joker and

students would be distracted and lose interest in their
learning.
The importance of humor as a tool for improvisation
is shown in the next example. As soon as the teacher

started the class session, a cell phone rang. Wittily the
teacher alleged, "Ah we get a new song today; at the end
of the class you will sing for us!" (personal observation,

2009). The student apologized for the interruption and

amusingly responded "My pleasure" (personal observation,
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2009).

Although being at ease and comfortable in using

humor, the teacher had perfect command of the class and

never lost site of her or his role as the teacher. The

same teacher paced in class and between desks and while

lecturing and asked questions that led to discussions
between students. During my ethnographic observation I
perceived the connection between the teacher and the

students as respectful. It appeared obvious that the
students were acknowledging the teacher's leadership and
were responding to the teacher's use of improvisation with

humor participating and engaging in discussions.
During the second part of the lecture, a student
interrupted and exclaimed that the subject was difficult

to understand. The teacher uttered, "This is the
complicated part and I don't like it but pay attention"

(personal observation, 2009). One student asked "Why are
they complicating all?" (personal observation, 2009). The

teacher replied "Because there are PhDs that have to
work!" (personal observation, 2009). This sentence
provoked laughs in the class and the teacher used the
t

"fragment" to include more information and took time to
explain with more details. Also this episode denotes that
a rational use of improvisation with humor establishes a
favorable atmosphere in the classroom and facilitates
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students' learning. In this situation the balanced use of
improvisation with humor facilitated the teacher's
communication and enhanced the students' acceptance.
Ziv (1988) argues that the outcomes of his research

"demonstrate clearly the contribution of teachers' use of
humor to student learning" (p. 12). Instructors who

exploit various types of humor obtain a diverse admiration
from students (Ziv, Gorenstein, & Moris, 1986) and,
according to what their principal goals are instructors
can decide what type of humor will better serve those

goals. Ziv, Gorenstein, and Moris'

(1986) assertion

reflects the case where the teacher who used humor
provoking students' laughs utilized the "fragment" to

incorporate more information and knowledge to the
students.

Improvisation with Storytelling
Based on Commedia dell'Arte style, storytelling is

another important tool for improvisation. Fisher's (1984)

idea is that all communication forms are narrative, and
people communicate to tell stories. Fisher's paradigm
elucidates that humans are "storytelling animals" and
narrative theory suggests that the stories people tell are
evaluated based on if they relate to an audience's own

personal values. Therefore, using storytelling in the
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classroom is a way of communicating with the students and

a means to relate to their own personal values.

In the following example, one teacher used
improvisation with storytelling that supports Fisher's

paradigm. The teacher began to describe the first work

experience by saying,
When I began my first job with an organization nobody
asked if I knew how to do what I was asked to do.

There was a program to present to a client, in the
shortest amount of time; I was appointed and I had to

figure out how to research, where to go, how to

contact the client, take information and present the

work to my boss. When you work for an organization,
jobs bring an income, it has to be done and your boss
wants it...yesterday. You have to be ready, without
making mistakes, without wasting time and present the
job in the best professional manner and in the

briefest time possible. Remember the emperor does not

wear clothes,

(personal observation, 2009)

The teacher used personal experience and narrative to

convey learning. There was no reaction on behalf of the
students. In my ethnographic observation, I noted the

following: the teacher spoke naturally and used

appropriate yet sophisticated words. This case suggests
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that the use of narrative does not always convey the
message or has an impact on the audience, even if it is

improvisational.
Baker and Green (1977) argue that storytelling is the

verbal explanation of an established, mythical, or the

story of one's own experience. Storytelling is not the
enactment of a memorized script; rather, it is a narrative

conveyed in a natural manner with all the essence and
words of the specific tradition from which it comes.
Storytelling is a communication/interaction between

narrator and listener; at its end it becomes a communal
creation (Baker & Green, 1977).
In one example a teacher used improvisation with

storytelling to communicate and interact with the
students. Specifically, students started discussing among

themselves and some raised their hands for questions. A

student asked, how could he remember all these technical
terms and know when to apply them. The teacher elaborated

on personal experience,

When I was in school, I had to retain and learn many
unfamiliar terms. I did not want to memorize because

I had to understand in order to explain the concept.

So here is what I did: the terms that I was able to
study and remember, I kept them that way. The most
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difficult and the totally unfamiliar I combined them

with a friend or a member of my family. If I had to
remember Pathos, I combined it with my aunt Rosie who
was always trying to persuade us by appealing to our

emotions. This is what I used to do when I was in
school; try, it may work for you too.

(personal

observation, 2009)
The teacher used contemporary words to explain

different situations that occurred in the very remote
past. This case demonstrated that the teacher, breaking

away from a planned activity, integrated improvised

storytelling and used personal experience to communicate
knowledge to the students who asked other questions.
During my observation, I noted that a different

teacher used improvisational storytelling to illustrate
the concept of right and wrong by using a personal
example. Students asked questions and most were

repetitive. "We can talk about it for long time, but this
is not going to happen" claimed the teacher (personal

observation, 2009). This answer caused laughs in the
classroom and the teacher gave direction for a pop quiz,

"This time 6 minutes, two questions, explain the concepts.
The question is 'what is ethics?'" (personal observation,

2009). A chorus unanimously replied "right or wrong"
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(personal observation, 2009). The teacher asked a student

to give an example. The student's example was not clear.
The teacher who was standing away from his desk started to

recount,
The other day I went to the market and bought
groceries. Once at home I checked my bill and I

realized that the cashier did not compute one

element's value: 99 cents. In spite of the amount,
according to ethics I should have returned to the

store, inform the cashier and pay the 99 cents. But I
had my three children with me and I should have to

put them back in the car and drive another 6 miles to

go back to the store. I decided to let go and made a

note to inform the cashier next time that I was

shopping in that market. So, how about ethics now?
(personal observation, 2009)
The teacher's use of improvisation and the style used

to narrate appeared to interest the students. During the
observation in that classroom I noted that the story, told
naturally, raised comments and provoked a discussion among

students. The students appeared to appreciate this

digression that, although didactic, broke for a moment the
formal rhythm, or dramatic aspect of a lecture.
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In the post-observation interview, the teacher
reaffirmed using improvisation with narrative. The teacher

revealed to use personal examples to make a connection.
Moreover, the teacher stated that storytelling/narrative
is part of real life and that it is one of the best ways

to be related to the students and to bring them closer.

This example demonstrates that using improvisation and
narrative appropriately and in the right moment can lead

to a successful teaching/learning outcome.
Improvisation Using Technology

Over the centuries, education evolved as educators

improved their instructional methods finding new ideas for
teaching. Riedling (1999) states that new programs such as
the use of computers in classrooms was established in

schools and with years of experience newer technologies
were introduced to help and support the educational

system. Riedling (1999), for example, points out that

distance education has become a core educational strategy

in the 1990s, with a reach that extends to a broad

cross-section of institutions and curriculum providers.
McLaughlin (2008) indicates that currently one of the

main goals in education is creating new programs and
opportunities for students, but also keeping up-to-date on

significant information, and reflecting on new teaching
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techniques. Teaching becomes not only the delivery of a
lesson, but an engaging performance whereas the students

comprise the audience and the classroom is the stage.
The introduction of new technological elements such

video, computers, and PowerPoint presentations used as
visual aids to support and enhance lessons, began to gain

space in classrooms and teaching strategies adj usted to
the new generations. With information and communication
technology (ICT), new technologies gained an important

part to play in raising standards in schools and by
developing both students' and teachers' competence

(Cunningham, Harris, Kerr, & McEune, 2003). Adjusting to
new technologies and new generations, contemporary

educators steadily examine original styles and modus

operand! to utilize in classrooms. For example, Handal and
Herrington (2003) argue that over the last 20 to 30 years
maj or changes in technology and conceptions of teaching

have been re-examined. Technologies such as CDs, mobile

phones, and digital cameras are common accessories in the

digital home, workplace and classrooms. Traditional

teaching based on behaviorist views of learning is being
replaced by inquiry-based teaching, reflecting a
constructivist view of learning.
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Although electronic technology has not been defined
essential for the learning process, it does offer

stimulating and motivating ways to engage the learner

through exercising visual intelligence and making any

theme more available to a range of students (Dickinson,

2005). The craft of teaching using designs, graphics or

pictures is a valued educational practice. Herman,

(2004)

declares, "After all, Macchiavelli used stories of the

kings in Ancient Greece to instruct Florentine princes in

strategic statesmanship" (p. 3).

Electronic technology, constantly updated and
introduced in the classroom as teaching support is
represented by pictures, graphics, or designs. In the
process of learning, visual aids have always been

considered an important support (Lucas, 2009).

Keeping in mind the importance of visual aids as a

valuable teaching support, I observed one teacher
lecturing with the help of a PowerPoint presentation and
then reinforcing the lesson by showing a brief video that

supported the PowerPoint slides. This variation in the
lesson's mode changed the atmosphere in the classroom. The

diversion generated interest and students started
discussing among themselves and raising their hands for
questions. On another occasion before dismissing a
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particular subject, suddenly the teacher searched on the

computer and projected an excerpt of a movie using it to

support the core of the lecture explaining "This exemplary
film presents a triple interest: pedagogy, philosophy and
politics. It was one of that director's greatest effort
and the film remains in history" (personal observation,

2009). This rapid and unexpected intervention incited
students' attention creating a students' reaction: like an

awakening.
Teaching in the classroom with the use of technology

appears to be a key factor of education. It is as
essential as reading, writing, listening, speaking, and

thinking. According to Bitner and Bitner (2002), studies
integrating technology in a classroom curriculum is
beneficial for the students. Nonetheless, Bitner and

Bitner (2002) assert that the teacher has to master the
use of technology, and has to acquire appropriate

training. In using technology in the classroom as an
instructional and educational instrument, the teacher must

adapt to a new teaching strategy.

In another occurrence, students were taking notes,
while others were discussing words that were projected on
the screen through an electronic blackboard. Many students

raised their hands; one addressed the teacher with a
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question. The teacher who was pacing in the classroom,
without looking at the PowerPoint slide, faced the class
and instead of replying to the questions re-directed them

to the audience. This action created attention and
students raising hands began to answer questions. The

teacher intervened to correct or reinforce a concept and
new words and thoughts were introduced, explained, and

discussed. According to Luna and McKenzie (1997), it is
not the technology itself, but how the technology is used

that improves learning and increases student interest. In
a study, Luna and McKenzie (1997) found that 80% of

faculty was using multimedia as a form of lecture support.

Some 73% of the students reported multimedia to be a
positive addition to the course. In most of the classrooms
that I visited during my ethnographic observations, I
noted that several instructors used and integrated

technology in the classroom: of the multimedia used as

teaching support, the most frequently used was PowerPoint
presentation. As discussed earlier, the use of technology

in the classroom and improvisation were consistent in my
findings.
In another example of improvisation using technology

a teacher began the lecture and to explain a concept used

the white board to draw the "idea". The teacher
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questioned, "Does it make sense?" (personal observation,

2009). There was no answer from the students. So the
teacher asked a specific question, "What is credibility?"
(personal observation, 2009). One student raised her hand
and said, "Being believable" (personal observation, 2009).

Another student said, "Believable how?" (personal

observation, 2009). Addressing the class the teacher asked
"Any answer?" (personal observation, 2009). There was a

tentative answer from the student who raised her hand

previously, "I am not sure I can explain" (personal

observation, 2009). The teacher approached the computer
and began a search. A picture of Aristotle appeared on the
screen. "Do you recognize this figure?" (personal

observation, 2009). One student from the back of the
classroom replied. "Aristotle" (personal observation,

2009). The teacher then initiated a lecture that led into
discussion on Aristotle's Rhetoric, on ethos that led to

credibility and to the art of persuasion. In this case,
the use of electronics as visual aid stimulated the

student's imagination and helped him make the connection

between Aristotle, ethos, and credibility.
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Conclusion
Commedia dell'Arte - the paradigmatic improvisation
culture - has made its way into a variety of modern
practices, not the least teaching. "Increasingly scholars
have discovered and learned to make use of the extensive

documentation of the Commedia dell'Arte other than its
iconography" (Crohn Schmitt, 2004, p. 55). Conceiving of

teaching as improvisation highlights the collaborative and
emergent nature of effective classroom practice and shows
why teaching is a creative art (Sawyer, 2004). Speaking

about improvisation, Rudiin (1986) declares "Improvisation
is an art that has to be learned. The art of improvising

is not just a gift; it is acquired and perfected by study"
(p. 44). Relating to Rudlin's (1986) thoughts and

considering my research and findings, improvisation can be
used as a teaching tool and applied in the classroom.

Defined as an art form (Gavello, 2007) improvisation can
be attained with experience and application.

In the majority of the classrooms visited during my
ethnographic observations the use of improvisation with
humor and narrative created a positive environment in the

classroom, affecting interest and participation among the
students. My findings demonstrate that teachers using
improvisation with humor obtained successful outcomes. In
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the examples provided the teachers' use of improvisation

with humor in both cases contributed to create a favorable
environment, provoking not only laughs, but also enhancing

students' participation.
My findings also indicate that in some cases when

teachers use improvisation with narrative the results are
positive. For example, one teacher used a personal example
to explain a concept to the students. This refers to the

teacher who advised the students how to understand and
study technical terms without memorizing them. Drawing

from personal experience, the teacher suggested that

combining the unfamiliar terms with a family member or a
friend's attribute might facilitate the process of
understanding. In this scenario, the teacher integrated
improvised storytelling and personal examples while

providing information to the students: this approach
encouraged the students' interest who asked other
questions.

Over the last decade performance has emerged in
educational literature as a metaphor for instructional

communication, a method of participatory instruction, and

a paradigm for the educational experience (Lamm Pineau,
1994). Educators have been encouraged to conceive of

themselves as actors engaged in instructional dramas
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(Rubin, 1985; Timpson & Tobin, 1982), as artists operating

on intuition and creativity (Barrell, 1991; Hill, 1985),
and as directors who orchestrate learning experiences

(Park-Fuller, 1991).
The more educators know about how students acquire

and retain information, the more there is a need to apply
new classroom strategies to improve teaching quality.

Examples are calling on students, using multimedia,

classroom activities, or using interactive lecture as a
way to enhance student's learning. Cooper and Simonds

(2007) remind us that "the classroom is a system"
(p. 104). They posit that factors such as teacher,

student, objectives, and environment contribute to affect
the choice for the best teaching strategy. For example, in

western countries there are some new theories and changes

to teaching and learning in science (Zheng, 2005) . Many
teaching strategies are integrated to develop a more

constructivist approach; seen as personal development,
reflection, and learning by doing. These student-centered
approaches, as opposed to a traditional teaching approach,

can foster deep level processing of knowledge and

encourage lifelong learning (Zheng, 2005).

First, improvisation in teaching and using creativity
enhances the process (Starbuck, 2006). Improvisation is
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the creative element that teachers use to reach objectives

such as student's interests (Tochon, 1993). Creative
teaching is appealing to the creative■side of the
student's brain; it stimulates students to participate and

understand. Baker-Sennett and Matusov (1997) argue that
improvisational performance provides students with

opportunities to engage in sophisticated, collaborative

problem-solving processes. Thus, improvisational
performance can beviewed as a developmental and

educational practice.
Second, improvisational performance makes learning

meaningful for students by inviting them to rethink the
relationship between teacher and student and encouraging

self-expression. "Without an audience there is no theatre"

(Spolin, 2000, p. 13); it is the audience itself that
makes the performance meaningful. According to Downing

(1997), a teacher who skillfully employs theatrical

devices will capture and hold the students' attention

better than the same teacher using simple ordinary

methods. In addition, Baker-Sennett and Matusov (1997)
point to the importance of improvisational performance for

development and educational practice and find that
improvisational performance also serves as an instrument

that revives the way people consider the connections
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between instruction, education and evolution. Therefore

students' attitudes and task commitments improve when
their assignments allow for some degree of

self-expression.

Finally, improvisation is a problem-solving tool for

teachers. Using improvisational teaching can help expert
teachers increase the capacity to untangle unpredicted

occurrences in the classroom and, without following a
script, be able to solve problems quickly without
distracting the classroom balance.
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CHAPTER THREE
ACT THREE: DIRECTING PARTICIPATION
Although encouraging classroom participation may be

challenging for teachers, classroom participation is a

significant aspect of student learning. Petress (2006)
argues that students learn better when they partake

actively in the classroom. He also states that what

students retain is the essence of their education.
Students, who take part in class discussion become skilled

in expressing their ideas and help others understand.
Even though various scholars may have somewhat

differing viewpoints on participation, they agree that
classroom participation includes, at a minimum, student

discussion, teaching behaviors, and instructor's

competency (Fassinger, 1996; Manoochehr & Long, 1989;

McCroskey & McCroskey, 2002; Petress, 2006; Rex, Murnen,
Hobbs & McEachen, 2002).

Influences on Participation
In her study, Fassinger (1996) defines student class

participation as any comments or questions that students
propose or raise in class. Fassinger (1996) claims that
class participation does not depend primarily on an

instructor's persona (e.g., humor, supportiveness,
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knowledge), but rather on the level of encouragement that
a student receives from his/her classmates. According to

Petress (2006), whereas participation requires
preparation, classroom participation is influenced by
discussion. Although the advantages of discussion are

ample, not all students are willing to participate. "It is
one thing to recognize the benefit of engaging students in

discussion yet quite another to master the skills

necessary to effectively facilitate discussion"
(Dallimore, Hertenstein, & Platt, 2004, p. 104).

Teacher's Performance

A teacher's supportive behavior encourages

participation. Speaking about behaviors and instructors as

role model, McCroskey and McCroskey (2002) recommend to
"be consistent about communication" (p. 32). Bean and
Peterson (1998) argue that if instructors establish and

respect regular standards for evaluating class
participation, the quality of student performance during
class discussion can improve. However, to evaluate class

participation fairly, the instructor needs to create a

setting that gives all students a chance to get involved
(Bean & Peterson, 1998).

According to Bean and Peterson (1998), instructors

must choose the method that best conforms to their course
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obj ectives and instructional techniques (e.g., develop
techniques for quieting the overly talkative students, use

"comment cards" for timid students, reward progress for

evaluating participation). These authors also stress the
importance of instructor feedback in encouraging student

engagement. Other forms of teacher behavior beneficial to
classroom participation have to do with the ability of
teachers to relate to their audiences through humor,

self-disclosure, and narrative (Manoochehr & Long, 1989;
Rex, Murnen, Hobbs & McEachen, 2002).

Teacher Narratives and Transparency in the
Classroom
Teacher narratives are especially useful in inviting
student participation. Teacher narratives construct world
views equipped with role positions, beliefs and values

that present students ready-made cultural scripts:
Stories, from this perspective, are symbolic
conversational texts that embody sociocultural

membership; they represent and construct
understanding among tellers and hearers...Laden with
instructional messages, these texts instruct students

in the discursive roles that they should take up, the

understandings that they are expected to demonstrate,
the information that listeners expect to hear, and
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the ways of conveying it.

(Rex, Murnen, Hobbs &

McEachen, 2002, p. 767)

Through narratives, - teachers relate to their student

audience and encourage students to respond to life

object-lessons that are often relevant to their own life
experiences.

Recognizing student academic performance is a form of
instructor feedback. One form of feedback advocated by

McCroskey and McCroskey (2002) is to commend students for
their participation, especially the silent ones. A
different suggestion is to remunerate students' attempts
even if their given answers are wrong. Another suggestion

is not to penalize students for talking; instead, explain

that communication is appreciated but disturbances are
not. McCroskey and McCroskey (2002) also emphasize that

people prefer consistency; therefore their suggestion is

to make oneself as clear and unequivocal as possible and
give the students different possibilities. The more
possibilities the student is offered by the instructor,

the more the student will find a method to learn and adapt
in the classroom environment. McCroskey and McCroskey

(2002) conclude that if followed by instructors, these

suggestions can have an impact on their students' success.
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Negative Influences on Participation

Teacher's behavior - or rather, misbehavior - may
have negative influences on participation. Goodboy and

Bolkan (2009) explain that teacher misbehaviors -conduct

that interferes with teaching- can negatively impact
learning outcomes in the classroom. Examples include
intolerance and disregard for students, giving out unfair
tests or tedious or confusing information. A stressful

attitude sustained by an instructor will inhibit students'
engagement in the class, and participation will be put at
risk. If instructor misbehaviors, such as abuse of power

in the classroom, is recognized by the students both
education and student responses could be jeopardized.
Three types of misbehaviors are revealed by Goodboy
and Bolkan (2009): incompetence, indolence, and

offensiveness. Goodboy and Bolkan (2009) specify that a

teacher who does not care about either the course or the

students conveys incompetent behaviors. Indolent behaviors
signal sluggishness and disrespect for students, whereas

offensive behaviors convey insulting messages. Those types

of teaching misbehaviors compromise the relationship
between teacher and student and lessen student

participation.
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Teacher's Competence and Behavior in the Classroom
For some researchers, instructor competency, such as

being well prepared for the class session, having an

excellent knowledge of the subject matter, and being
positive communicates confidence and encourages students

to expose themselves and participate in classrooms
(Goodboy & Bolkan, 2009) . "One of the challenges in

utilizing discussion teaching is learning how to do so
effectively" (Dallimore, Hertenstein & Platt, 2004,
p. 104) .

Instructor's competence is directly related to an

instructor's behavior in the classroom. Instructor's
competency does not only relate to an instructor's

knowledge of the material, but also to an instructor's
years of experience and the ability to make use of a
variety of teaching delivery techniques, for example, the

possibility that the teacher will use humor,
self-disclosure, or narrative (Manoochehr & Long, 1989;

Rex, Murnen, Hobbs, & McEachen, 2002).
Other scholars deny the impact of an instructor's

actual competence, emphasizing instead the role of the
instructor's perceived social attractiveness, physical
attractiveness, and eagerness to hear students' opinions

(Myers et al., 2009). Other variables that may influence
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classroom participation, either positively or negatively,

are the teacher's personality, length of lecture, format

and size of the class and the teacher's gender (Goodboy &

Bolkan, 2009), as well as student characteristics such as

student's self-esteem (Morrison & Thomas, 1975) or their
willingness to communicate (Chan & McCroskey, 1987). Also,

Myers, Horan, Kennedy-Lightsey, Madlock, Sidelinger,
Byrnes, Frisby, and Mansson (2009) deny the impact of an
instructor's actual competence. They emphasize instead the

role of the instructor with an ordinary and pleasant

appearance.
A teacher's personality is defined by McCroskey and

McCroskey (2002) as a complex set of factors that indicate
to students the extent to which the teacher is able to

relate, which influences class participation in that the
more the teacher is perceived as open, the more class
participation will be noticed. In contrast, a possible
limitation to class participation is the size of the

classroom. Goodboy and Myers (2008) found that the larger
the class, the less class participation will be observed.

Morrison and Thomas (1975) show that the better a

student's self-esteem (measured as self-esteem
specifically related to the school context), the higher
his/her class participation. Equally, a student's
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willingness to communicate - as a proxy for a student's

attitude towards communication in general - may be

predictive of his/her class participation (Chan &
McCroskey, 1987).

Improvisational Effects on Participation:
Roles and Action

As stated in Chapter One, page 10, this chapter

addresses research question number two which asked: Does
improvisation affect participation in the classroom? If so

how? In the literature review, I noted that student
discussion is one component of student participation,
along with teacher behaviors and instructor competency.

As a student researcher, I am not qualified to judge
an instructor's competence during the classes I observed.
However, my observations strongly confirm that teacher

behavior, as captured by the role a teacher wants to play
in the classroom, and student discussions, as captured by

the kind of student-to-student and teacher-to-student

interactions observed, are key components of
participation. According to my ethnographic observations

improvisation does affect classroom participation. This is
articulated both in teacher roles and action.
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Teacher Roles

As the aforementioned literature review suggests,
teacher behavior in the classroom is one variable that

influences student participation. In my observations of

instructor improvisation, I noted five categories of
teacher behavior, and in following theater and acting
metaphors, I label them the Woody Allen Behavior, Luigi

Pirandello Behavior, Socratic Elenchus Behavior, Maieutics
Behavior, and the Endless Monologue Behavior.
Woody Allen Behavior

Among actors, Woody Allen is known for spending a lot

of time casting the parts, but not interfering with the
acting process afterwards, to the point where his actors
believed him to be indifferent. Just like Allen's

directing style, the "Woody Allen" teacher is one who sets

up the framework for discussion, but then steps aside and
lets the students improvise themselves. In this setup, the

teacher is responsible for lighting a spark - the initial
cue belongs to the teacher - but then allows the students

to develop their own discussion. For example, in one of

the classes observed, the teacher started by asking a

provocative question, but then allowed the students to
discuss and interact among themselves. In asking a

provocative question the teacher improvised, first
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responding to the environment, next speaking without a
script and eventually breaking away from a planned

activity.
In another class, the teacher explained a concept and

used different patterns to better exemplify the concept.
Next the teacher asked questions and the students'
responses were weak and sporadic. The teacher, breaking

away from a planned activity, searched the web and showed

a video which sparked an animated discussion among
students. The teacher let the students speak and

intervened only to clarify a point or explain a concept.

In yet another class, the setup resembled a workshop,
the teacher speaking without a script opened the dialogue,

and the students followed through with their thoughts,

while the teacher stepped aside. Observing those classes

was a learning experience, in spite of the image of
freedom that the class projects. Even when students
apparently felt free to engage in discussions, the teacher

never lost control and was always present to guide and

give more knowledge. A workshop setup created a relaxed
atmosphere; participants appeared free to express

themselves and participate as a result of the educated,

unstructured approach.
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Luigi Pirandello Behavior

Another behavior that seemed to encourage
participation was the teacher's crossing of the symbolic

line dividing the lectern from the student audience. This
behavior has an immediate parallel in theater: modern

theater was one characterized by the strict symbolic
partition between actors and audiences, whereas
experimental and post-modern theater attempted to blur

that line and reverse the actor-audience relationship by
mixing the actors with the spectators.

Drawing from Commedia dell'Arte's improvisational

acting style, this transition was brilliantly anticipated
by Luigi Pirandello who, in his Six Characters in Search
of an Author first performed in 1921. Pirandello had his

fictional characters interact with the real actors, and
the actors interact with the audience, to the point that
the actors became the audience. In this setup, a teacher

may choose to forget the lectern and comingle with the
students, thereby restoring the center stage to them. In

this way, the teaching environment, including the seating
arrangement and movement around the class - or lack
thereof - encourages or discourages participation. Such

arrangements could be as simple as the teacher sitting
among students while showing a video. Students appear to
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like seeing a glance of the human side of their
instructors. In a setup where the teacher is reachable but
the center stage is restored to them, participation

becomes natural since the students sense that they are the
protagonists hence responsible to "run the show."
For example, in one of the classes observed, students

were asked to sit in a circle, with the teacher part of

the circle. The room arrangement seemingly encouraged the
flow of ideas, with the teacher gently provoking the

discussion along. In another class, the teacher, also

sitting among students, took the cue from the students and

followed their discussion rhythm, while also praising

their work team.
In my observations, the "Luigi Pirandello" type of
teacher behavior was also associated with an encouraging
attitude towards students, with the teacher praising

students for their work or relating their current
performance with past similarly good performance in
previous classes.

As personally experienced, when a teacher chose to
"discard" the lectern and mix with the students most of

the times it created the base for a bond between students
and teacher. The student may feel more at ease to express

him or herself and the teacher was not seen as someone who
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is there to control, grade, and lecture only, but as a
person more knowledgeable, who is there to help and impart

education. Sometimes, in order to explain an atypical
concept a teacher has to move away from the established

plan. Mixing with students and communicating face to face

as opposed to a "distance" allowing the teacher the

liberty to use different words, fresh ideas and improvise
lecturing with less severity than behind the lectern.
In my observations, moving around the classroom, and

mixing with the student created a bond with them. The
students appeared less shy to ask questions of a teacher
that was present and available:, they may feel that the

teacher cares for them. At this point, participation in

the class happens naturally, and this movement has been
the result of breaking away from a planned activity and
improvising lecture.

Socratic Elenchus Behavior
A different instructional setup involves a

teacher-student interaction whereby the student plays the

role of the witness and is cross-examined, with the
teacher directing questions that are meant to obtain a

predetermined answer. In this situation, the teacher
challenges students with questions meant to elicit the

answer that would best advance the points the teacher
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wants to address. The following example from my
observation field notes is illustrative of this situation:
The teacher asked "What is credibility?" (personal

observation, 2009). A student replied: "Being believable"
(personal observation, 2009). The teacher continued,
addressing the student: "Believable for what? Where?

When?" (personal observation, 2009). The student replied:
"When someone gives information that is trustworthy and

accurately documented" (personal observation, 2009). The

teacher answered: "Yes, very good. Does anybody else have
something to add?" (personal observation, 2009). Nobody

else commented. In this particular scenario, the teacher
appeared to improvise, at the spur of the moment, a quick

question to get a prompt answer and move on eventually
with other questions later during the lecture. Generally,

this "courtroom" type of setup was entirely managed by the
teacher, who kept a firm control over student discussion.

In another example, the teacher refused to elaborate

on questions that would have deterred from the point of
the class: "I do not have the answer on the top of my
head" (personal observation, 2009). A student asked if the
teacher could further explain the last concept. "I don't

want to go into details, it will confuse you. This is the

heading; we will get to that concept later, after I
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introduce my next point and discuss it" (personal
observation, 2009). This setting, while conducive of
student participation, requires the teacher to be more
attentive in an attempt to stimulate the student
reactions. Therefore, this teaching style shows that
students have to apply and be prepared to provide
responses; therefore participation that is provoked by the

instructor's continuous attentive behavior becomes
sentient and competitive.

Maieutics Behavior
Socrates, as portrayed in Plato's dialogue

Theaetetus, is famous for claiming that truth has to be

helped out of disciples just like a midwife helps bring
forth a newborn, an art called "maieutics." According to

Socrates (Tschemplik, 2008), truth is not teachable, but
discoverable as personal truth, which is why Socrates did
not lecture his disciples, but helped them give birth to

intellectual truth. Hence while the midwife helps bring

forth a new born, Socrates helped bring forth an
intellectual thought.
In this approach, the teacher uses a student question
as a cue to invite other students to respond to that
question by thinking for themselves. Alternatively, the

teacher asks a general question that requires a student to
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think and come up with a personal answer. Just, like
Socrates, the teacher, invites the students to find the

answer that suits them best, the teacher is in charge of

supervising the process. For example, in response to a

student who attempted to give the answer to a quiz, the

teacher asked: "Why are you saying that?" (personal
observation, 2009).and allowed the student to explain and

elaborate, which encouraged several students to

collaborate in making sense of the question. In this case,
breaking away from a planned activity, the teacher
improvised the scenario to induce students' interest and

participation.
In another example, in response to a student's

request for clarification, the teacher asked the other

students to respond, while giving them helpful prompts to

help them discover the answer. Students not only were
encouraged to participate in the discussion but they were

also able to collaborate in helping others to reach a '
level of fair understanding. In this case the teacher was
responding to the environment and improvised the best

scenario to serve students' interests.
The Endless Monologue

In theater, a monologue is an uninterrupted speech by
a character. The traditional lecture-based teaching style
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bears an immediate resemblance to the monologue in
theater: just like an actor delivering a long speech on

the stage, the teacher delivered the lecture, with or

without technology props, to an audience whose sole job
was to listen. This communicative situation resembled less
a problem-solving scenario, as in the teacher using

Maieutics Behavior or a ritual sharing of meanings, as in
The Woody Allen Behavior or The Socratic Elenchus Behavior
but a type of communication-as-transmission model whereby

the instructor was the sender and the student the
receiver. This is not surprising if, as indicated by

Saroyan and Amundsen (2001), the lecture style of

instruction is best suited for the transmission of

information. For example, in one situation the teacher

carried papers to class and proceeded to read excerpts
from all of them while students listened without
commenting. In another situation, the teacher started with

the daily agenda and continued with a lecture that sounded

highly scripted, therefore not improvised. In another
example, although the teacher organized the students in a
circle, the teacher passed from argument to argument in a

quick pace, with no questions being asked even after half
an hour into the class. In particular, this last example

suggests that the teacher's style was not involving;
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sitting arrangements alone (as in the "teacher as actor"
strategy) was not sufficient to stimulate student
participation, and that students work best when combined

with some type of teacher prompts.
Action: Models of Student Discussion

In addition to particular teacher roles employing
improvisation to affect students' participation, I
observed two types of actions. Observations were made to

see if improvisation affects classroom participation.

Generally, those in which students engaged each other

(student-to-student), and actions in which there was

student-teacher interaction initiated either by the
student or by the teacher. In some cases the teacher

speaking without a script improvised to stimulate the
students' attention.

Student-to-Student Interaction
Student-to-student discussion takes place when a

student engages another student. The engagement may be
prompted - for example, the teacher may build in an

expectation of such engagement in the syllabus or indicate
that students are expected to interact - or unprompted,

when interaction among students happens spontaneously. As

an example of the first situation, at the end of reading a

student's paper, one teacher asked the students' opinions
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and most of the students responded with critique, praise

or suggestions and engaged in discussion among them. In

another occasion, the teacher gave a cue and a discussion

started between students. In the first scenario, the
situation appeared controlled and prepared, therefore
there was not improvisation. In the second scenario, the

teacher's action was more spontaneous and improvised.

In another scenario, the teacher showed a video that

caused animated discussion among a few students. The rest

of the class promptly took part in the debate and most of
them shared ideas and gave their opinions engagingly.
Students appeared to appreciate this approach. Dickinson
(2005) and Handal and Herrington (2003) indicated that

students appreciated video. These scenarios show that when

a teacher engaged in lively interaction students where
stimulated to participate and contribute by helping one

another. When a teacher connected with students and went

beyond the classic way of lecturing, showing interest and
concern, the students seemed to recognize the attention

and their contribution in the class was productive and the
outcome constructive. However, although the students

participated in the debate, the showing of a video in this
case was a programmed action, and therefore there was no

improvisation in this scenario.
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Student-Teacher Interaction

In the student-teacher interaction the student
engages the teacher of his/her own initiative, or the

teacher addresses a student directly. Several teachers in
my observations used this type of interaction as a way to

spark a wider class discussion. For example, in one of the

classes I observed, the teacher wrote on the board the
results of the previous in-class activity. "I was sure
about this answer" (personal observation, 2009) said a

student. At this point, back-to-back questions and answers

started between the teacher and the student. "Did you
write it?" (personal observation, 2009).asked the teacher.

The student replied, "Yes, but not as explanatory as the
one you wrote on the board" (personal observation, 2009).
The teacher explained that the important was to understand
the concept. The student felt pressured and turned to

another student. He asked "Did you write the same answer?

Was the concept clear to you?" (personal observation,

2009). This question led to a debate among students. The
students were left to discuss between themselves. When the

discussion appeared to dissolve, the teacher intervened
and addressed the students, reiterating the principal idea
that led the discussion. In this scenario, when

back-to-back questions started between the teacher and the
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student, it appeared that this action was not programmed

by the teacher who had to improvise to sustain the

interaction.
One other example of student-teacher discussion was

when the teacher addressed the class about morality and
politics. A student voluntarily started an account the
first time he traveled to a foreign country and the impact

that the different culture had on him. The student's
ceaseless talking (addressing the whole classroom) became
a tedious monologue and was interrupted by the teacher

when the class started demonstrating signs of impatience
and boredom.

With this action, the teacher solved a problem as
quickly as possible, and in solving the problem (losing
one student by stopping him or protecting the majority of

their rights to speak, have space and participate in the
classroom) had to improvise communication. As soon as the

student stopped his narrative, another student initiated a
discussion, reconnecting the teacher's initial concept

about morality and politics. Slowly, the discussion was
energized by other students who joined. One student said

"Yes, but I don't think that those who take care of
politics are moral people" (personal observation, 2009).

There was no answer on behalf of the other students, so
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that student turned the question to the teacher. The

teacher did not dismiss the question, "Who knows? They
have their own morals that according to their perspective
are right. One person cannot be the prototype for the

entire 'race of politics'" (personal observation, 2009).
The student appeared satisfied with the teacher's answer
and returned to the group to discuss with his peers. The

question that started one-on-one between the teacher and
the student ended being productive and engaging to the

other students.

During my observation in one classroom I noticed that
the teacher wrote the word "ethical" on the board and
faced the students without speaking. From the center of

the classroom came a vibrant voice a student saying
"Morally correct" (personal observation, 2009) and soon

after another student replied, "That has a moral"
(personal observation, 2009). "So" said the teacher,

"ethical takes us to morally correct, and to that has a
moral" (personal observation, 2009). Continuing, the

teacher said, "Where does this leads us?" (personal

observation, 2009). Softly, one student attempted
"Politics?" (personal observation, 2009). Another student

replied, "Not necessarily" (personal observation, 2009).

Other students joined the arena where questions, answers,
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and doubts began to circulate in the classroom from one

end to another. The discussion among students continued

until the teacher who was listening and then decided to
begin the lecture based on ethics.

This situation demonstrated that the instructor's use

of this teaching approach (writing only a word on the
board and then facing the students without speaking) was

successful in inciting students' involvement. In this
particular case, body language and silence were
strategically used not only as stimulation but also as

defiance. Students appeared challenged and apt to prove
their understanding; students participated and interacted.
The classroom situational outcome was stimulated by the
teacher's behavior using improvisational speaking.

Acting: Genre of Teacher's Strategies
Along with two types of actions implemented by

teachers promoting classroom participation, I observed two
strategies explored by teachers to stimulate classroom

participation. They were the use of humor and the use of
narratives.

The Use of Humor
Humor used by teachers in the classroom has often
been the subject of argumentation and research on behalf

of many academic scholars. A study by Gorham and

108

Christophel (1990) exploited teachers' use of humor and

the direct effect connected with learning. The outcome
revealed that learning was influenced by the degree and

style of humor. The authors also indicated that an
instructor with an outgoing personality increases human
relationships and is constructively connected to learning

results.
One study on the use of humor in the classroom

suggests that to exploit humor does not entail a teacher

to be a comedian, a joker or a funny narrator (Weaver &
Cotrell 1987). Humor serves as a tool to communicate and
students see a humorous teacher as a true human being.
Also, Weaver and Cotrell (1987) posit that humor was very

important to students: especially when a student declared
that he or she learned more when the teacher has a bright
take rather than a severe or stiff attitude.

Drawing from Weaver and Cotrell's (1987) suggestion,
a teacher does not have to be clownish to use humor, but
use it in a natural, spontaneous way as a means of

communication. According to Ziv (1988) humor can be a

resourceful instrument in a teacher's professional

material when used for instruction. The following is an

example in Ziv's (1988) study: The instructor explained a
statistical theory to a student and exemplified it with a

109

funny story. The student laughed, and in an amused way

elucidated the notion he just understood. This further
example suggests that humor, like narrative, is a positive
tool to be used by teachers in the classroom. It also

illustrates that it is not only a teaching strategy but a
way to connect and communicate with students.

Two ethnographic observations in my study pointed out
how humor was used in producing an assignment and a test.

In the first observation humor was demonstrated at the end

of the lecture when a teacher said, "Remember that what is
happening in the world affects the economy in our country

too" (personal observation, 2009). The teacher then
continued with a reference to the G8 (an economic and

political organization) and its function. A student asked,

"What kind of economic and political organization?"
(personal observation, 2009). The teacher paused for a
moment and addressed the students: "Very good, you just

created your own homework. For the next session, research
the topic and write on the great eights and we will

discuss it" (personal observation, 2009). The teacher said
the last sentence jokingly and one student asked: "For

next time or for the last day of school?" (personal
observation, 2009). The class laughed, and the teacher
smiling in a witty way replied, "Not only is the
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assignment due for next session, but it will be a graded
assignment!" (personal observation, 2009). The students

laughed and started taking notes for the assignment. This
episode demonstrates that humor has an influence on

participation. The assignment created by the teacher on
the spur-of-the-moment, and improvised, although

unexpected, did not appear to generate a hostile

atmosphere in the classroom; instead the spirit remained
high as much as the energy.

In the second observation where humor was used the

teacher opened the class session commenting on the
previous in-class group activity. "Out of six groups, only
three came close to the right answer. I will re-iterate
the main points and I will review the concepts. Take notes

and feel free to ask as many questions as you need"

(personal observation, 2009) . After the teacher ended the

lecture only two students asked questions. The teacher

paused for a moment and with a cheerful attitude he said,
"Since there are no more questions, I presume that this
explanation clarified eventual misunderstandings. So,

instead of me projecting the programmed video, prepare
yourselves for a test" (personal observation, 2009). A

student uttered, "A test?" (personal observation, 2009).
The teacher replied, "Yes" (personal observation, 2009).

Ill

The same student asked, "Can we work with someone?"

(personal observation, 2009). The teacher replied, "No"
(personal observation, 2009). The student solicited, "How

about working in groups?" (personal observation, 2009).
"Absolutely not!" (personal observation, 2009). The
teacher responded and jokingly added, "Today is your time,

your effort, and even the grade will be exclusively yours"
(personal observation, 2009). The teacher's words

generated laughs in the classroom while another student
jokingly addressed the first student, "Today you really

rock!" (personal observation, 2009). There were more
laughs in the class and the students began their test.

Also in this classroom the teacher, breaking away
from a planned activity and improvising, ordered a test on

the spur-of-the-moment and rather than being argumentative

about an unexpected test, the students reacted accepting
the challenge. Also in this case, it was evident that
humor in education has an influence on learning.
For Korobkin (1988), "Shared laughter is a powerful

way to reinforce learning, and it helps to make tasks less
laborious and threatening" (p. 154). In the first
observation the instructor and the students were able to

create an acceptable assignment. In the second

observation, testing was the focus. According to Berk
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(2000), "the most pertinent to the conditions of testing

in a college classroom is the reduction of anxiety,

tension and stress" (p. 151). Berk (2000) also states
humor is an emotional response that decreases stress. It

appeared that the teacher reduced anxiety and stress by
using humor.

Further, according to Torok, McMorris, and Wen-Chi

(2004), "When asked about the potential outcomes of using
humor in the classroom, students mentioned that humor had

the power to make teachers more likeable, facilitate

understanding of course material, lower tension, boost

student morale, and increase student attentiveness" (
p. 18) .

In both observations it appeared that a climate where
humor was acceptable had been established by the
instructors. This type of climate is described by Stuart
and Rosenfeld (1994) when they state that humor helps the

teacher create an informal climate. The situation is
perceived as encouraging therefore more supportive for the

students. "A warm, genuine sense of humor can reveal
humanness - a comfortable, secure attitude with themselves

as instructors, with their course material (knowledge),

with their students and with their relationship with
students" (Weaver & Cotrell, 1987). On the contrary,
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Korobkin (1988) posits that "humor can be punishing and

non-productive if used often or in the wrong way"
(p., 156) .

The Use of Narrative
Like humor, the use of personal narratives does not

automatically guarantee student participation. For

example, in one situation, the teacher upon entering the

classroom, gave instructions to her students divided in

two teams. The teacher took time to explain where each
team had to stand and how each team had to present the

work. The teacher sat at a student desk and paid attention
to the first team's exposition. During the team's

presentation there was no interaction between teacher and
students while each member explained his/her own work. At

the end of the presentation, the teacher complimented the
team for the result obtained, and using technical

terminology the teacher explained to the students that the

work achieved by the team reflected what happens in the
working world. Subsequently, the teacher asked the team

leader to describe how the proj ect was designed, what
strategy they used and what steps they followed during the

process. When the team leader terminated her description,
the teacher offered some suggestions, and referring to

work practice, began storytelling using personal
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experience. The teacher spoke slowly and the narration
lasted approximately six minutes. There was no reaction to
the story and no students asked questions or replied to
the teacher. There was a long silence and then the teacher

announced that due to the first team's long presentation,

the second team would present in the next class session.
This case showed that in spite of the teacher's narrative

and self-exposure, the student's reaction remained

passive.
Consider again the monologue example in which the

teacher read out loud from the papers. The teacher sat on

the main table and began to recite like an actor on stage.
The recital was like a monologue, and it felt like if the

teacher was performing for her own persona without
involving the students. Between reading the papers, the

teacher critiqued, appraised, and narrated personal life
episodes using them as examples. Yet, most of the students

were not paying attention: some were writing, others were
exchanging opinions, whispering and giggling, and one
student even suggested to a peer in a lower tone: "Don't

worry, we don't have to take notes, the teacher is just
rambling" (personal observation, 2009). The other student

replied: "I am glad that I brought my pad, I'll draw some

figures" (personal observation, 2009). In this episode,
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there was no verbal feedback from students to the teacher.

No questions were asked, no interaction was generated, and
the teacher's narratives was interpreted as "rambling,"

rather than an opportunity to bridge the teacher-student

distance and ask questions.
Goodboy and Bolkan (2009) suggest a teacher's lack of

ability to communicate or encourage students' interest

incites students' resistance and contributions in the
academic environment. The value of student-teacher
relationship is improved when the appropriate
communication is used by both the teacher and the
students. Also the quality of teaching-learning function

becomes beneficial to all when the teacher communicates
and involves students in a professional thoughtful mode.

As opposed to the monologue episode, in another
classroom I observed a teacher using narrative and

storytelling effectively. The students appeared to be

listening attentively. In the post-observation interview,
the teacher confirmed that storytelling and narratives

facilitate the connection with the students. The teacher
also revealed that narratives are useful to explain

concepts and involve students in discussions in the

classroom.
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The episode in Chapter Two pages 75-76 illustrates
that when students sensed that they can be expressively

connected to the story/narrative, there is interest in
listening and apprehending. Also, narratives can be

engaging and especially if a story is well narrated,

students can empathize and project themselves in the
picture.
Conclusion

In my observations of teachers' roles, actions of
student discussion and genre of teachers' strategies, I

found that teachers' behaviors in classrooms influence
students' participation. In my observations of the models

of student discussion I found two emergent types of
interaction: student-to-student and student-teacher

interaction and that students respond positively to the

use of humor and the use of narrative.
Teachers' behaviors take different forms. In the

Woody Allen Behavior, the teacher prepared the framework

for discussion and then stepped aside and allowed the
students improvise themselves. In the Luigi Pirandello

Behavior, the teacher crossed the symbolic line dividing
the lectern from the student audience. In this setup, a

teacher may choose to forget the lectern and integrate
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with students, thereby reinstating the center stage to
them. For example, students were asked to sit in a circle
with the teacher seated as part of that circle. This

allowed the teacher to take cues from the students and
follow their discussion rhythm.

In its instructional setup, the Socratic Elenchus

Behavior involved a structured teacher-student

interaction. A student was cross-examined and the teacher
directed questions meant to obtain a predetermined answer.

Students were challenged by the teacher with questions
meant to obtain the answer that would best advance the

points the teacher wanted to address. Generally the
courtroom setup was entirely managed by the teacher, who
kept firm control over student discussion. This setting,

while contributing to student participation, required
particular consideration on behalf of the teacher to

maintain the right atmosphere and create more stimulus for
the students' interest.

In the Maieutics Behavior, the teacher used a student
question as a cue to invite other students to respond to

that question by thinking for themselves. Alternatively,
the teacher asked a general question that required a
student to think and respond with a personal answer. Just
like Socrates, the teacher invited the students to find
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the answer that suited them best, giving "birth to
intellectual truth", with the teacher of supervising the

process much like a midwife.
Finally, in the Endless Monologue Behavior, the

teacher applied the traditional lecture-based teaching
style that presented a direct resemblance to the monologue

in theater. Just like an actor delivering a long speech on
the stage, the teacher delivered the lecture, with or

without technology props, to an audience whose sole job

was to listen. The Endless Monologue Behavior was a type

of communication-as-transmission model whereby the
instructor was the sender and the student the receiver. In
my observation, an example demonstrated that although the
teacher organized the students in a circle, the teacher
passed from argument to argument in a quick pace, with no

questions asked. This example suggests that sitting
arrangements alone (as in the "teacher as actor" strategy)

are not sufficient to provoke student participation, and
that students work best when combined with some type of

teacher prompts.

In my observation on models of student discussion, I
noticed two types of interaction: student-to-student and
student-teacher interaction. The student-to-student

discussion took place when a student engaged another
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student. The engagement may be prompted or unprompted,
when interaction among students happened spontaneously.

In the setting of the student-teacher interaction,
the student engaged the teacher of his/her own initiative,

or the teacher addressed a student directly. In my

observation, this type of interaction was used by several
teachers as a way to spark a wider class discussion. For
example, one student voluntarily started to narrate an

account and kept talking until the teacher interrupted him
when the class started giving signs of annoyance. As soon

as the student stopped narrating, another student
reconnecting to the teacher's initial concept initiated a

discussion. Then the student asked a question to the
teacher and suddenly questions and answers between the

teacher and the students started "bouncing" from one side
to another of the classroom just like a ball in play in a
ping pong game. These examples reveal how that if the

teacher is involved in the classroom and is available to
the students, participation increases.

Often responding to the situation, the use of humor
and the use of narrative by the teacher in the classroom

were two elements that positively contributed to student
participation. According to Korobkin (1988) humor balances

situations and establishes relationships. As a teaching
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approach, humor created unanticipated connections and
improved the group bond. Korobkin (1988) asserts,

"Students and teachers with a sense of humor are sought
after for their ability to set people at ease" (p. 154).
Therefore, if aptly used in the classroom, not only does
humor create a positive atmosphere, but can encourage
student participation.

Like the use of humor, personal narratives are used

as a teaching strategy in the classroom too. Whereas the
use of humor might be more successful in affecting

participation in the teaching environment, the use of
personal narratives does not always guarantee student

participation.

Bennett and Edelman (1985) affirm, "Narrative is
among the most creative intellectual forms because it can

achieve sudden breaks with expectation while introducing
new sensory experience" (p. 162). Among the different

teaching techniques to use in the classroom, one that
merits study is the use of storytelling or personal

narratives. "Teachers who share personal narratives to
convey understanding of communication concepts may help
co-create a classroom culture in which students feel
comfortable sharing personal stories that relate to the

same concept" (Burk, 1997, p. 5). In spite of what is
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declared by Bennett and Edelman (1985) and Burk (1997), as

opposed to humor that affects participation in the

classroom, personal narratives might present a handicap
because not everybody empathizes with the narrator or is
affected by the narrative.
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CHAPTER FOUR
ACT FOUR: EPILOGUE

Recognized as oppositional to the typical way of
theatrical acting in that period, Commedia dell'Arte was
created in Italy in the second half of the 16th Century.

Commedia dell'Arte thrived everywhere in Italy in

boisterous and spirited performances. Commedia dell'Arte's
allure inspired opera, ballet, and slap-stick comedy, and
is well-known for its art of improvisation.
The Italian Commedia dell'Arte actors, using the art

of improvisation, interacted continually with their
public. Their forte was the strong knowledge of the

subject combined with the ability to follow audience cues
and fine-tune their play accordingly. Recognizing the

Commedia dell'Arte actors' stage improvisation, their
interaction with spectators, and audience participation

suggests that an improvisational communication approach
can significantly lend itself to increased audience

participation. Therefore, it follows that the use of
improvisation in a classroom can also considerably lead to

participation.
Although originality, performance, and creative

talent are considerable in teaching, studies by scholars
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such as Baker- Sennett and Matusov (1997), Ewald (2005),
and Sawyer (2000, 2004) have shown the importance of the

use of improvisation in the classroom. Baker-Sennett and
Matusov (1997) explain that in improvisational teaching,

learning is a collective exploit and is cooperatively
handled by all participants, not only the teacher. Ewald
(2005) reports that a strong foundation, understanding of
the audience and the capability to improvise when needed

are essential factors for a successful performance in the

classroom. "The best teachers will also agree that there

is far more to teaching than simply the 'telling' of

information" (Ewald, 2005, p. 118).
The reason for this study was twofold. First I wanted

to learn if instructors used improvisation in the
classroom and if they did, I wanted to know how they used

it. Second, I wanted to determine if instructor
improvisation may affect student participation in the
classroom. To address these queries ethnographic

observation was employed. Post classroom visit interviews
then aided in my understanding of use of instructors

classroom improvisation. Finally, after transcribing the

observation notes and interviews, a close analysis of the

data leads to my conclusions. The theoretical methodology
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for this study was based on Goffman's concept of

dramaturgy and Fisher's Narrative Paradigm.

Drawing from knowledge about Commedia dell'Arte and
the literature on improvisation, classroom teaching

strategies, and participation, and after discussing

educational communication and performance history, the

Commedia dell'Arte model of improvisation provided was
used as a resource to develop meaningful categories of
analysis for the various types of improvisational
performance observed in the classroom. The assumption

behind the analysis was that this way of joining

theatrical performance and improvisational teaching could
be an innovative education genre to use as a pedagogical

approach for teaching in classrooms.
In terms of how improvisation was used, I perceived

three distinctive moments and three different strategies
employed by teachers who used improvisation. The three
distinctive moments were to introduce the subject matter,
to invite student engagement, and to use unplanned student

engagement in order to make a teaching point.
In terms of how improvisation was used to introduce

the subject matter, one of the teachers who used a

theatrical style to begin the lecture and explain a class

activity obtained positive responses from the students
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such as involvement and interest. To engage students and

obtain their full attention, another teacher, breaking

away from the planned schedule, improvised a set of
questions, apparently unrelated to the lecture. This

approach appeared to have successfully aroused students'
curiosity and capture their attention. In terms of how
improvisation was used to make a teaching point caused by
unplanned student engagement, I noticed a teacher who,
taking the cue from a student, improvised a discussion

that involved other students. Like Leinhardt and Greeno
(1986) and Borko and Livingston (1989) disclose, those
teachers who can ingeniously switch plans as requested by

the moment and resourcefully use the teaching tools they

have at hand are the most successful in their metier.
The three different strategies I have recognized were

improvisation with humor, improvisation with storytelling

and improvisation using technology. As I observed
improvisation with humor and improvisation with
storytelling were the two strategies that provoked the
most student attention and involvement. For example,

during my observations I witnessed in one classroom that
humor combined with improvisation allowed the professor to

make a remark to a student highlighting negative aspects

that appeared from an assignment. The professor addressed
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the class, "We learn from mistakes. Let us discuss how

these errors could have been avoided and share the

learning experience with everyone" (personal observation,
2009). The strategy used by the professor avoided

conflicts and stimulated the student involved and his
peers' curiosity who responded by asking questions and
discussing them. In this case, the professor had the
opportunity to communicate furthermore with students and

give them knowledge.
Ziv (1988) sustains that teachers using pertinent
humor in the classroom are more likely to obtain a

successful outcome. "Students learning with a teacher
using relevant humor will obtain higher scores on a test
measuring learning than those studying the same material

with a teacher not using humor" (Ziv, 1988, p. 8).
Furthermore, "Students and teachers with a sense of humor

are sought after for their ability to set people at ease"
(Korobkin, 1988, p. 154). I observed that often responding
to the situation, not only the use of humor but also the
use of narrative used by the teacher in the classroom were
two elements that positively contributed to student

participation.
Therefore, if aptly used in the classroom humor
creates a positive atmosphere, and storytelling stimulates
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student's curiosity because listeners are also encouraged

by storytelling to imagine and create internal images that
color a story and make it momentous. "Storytelling is an

effective way to forge the link between listening and
reading-two facets of the complex process of
comprehension" (Nessel, 1985, p. 379).

After determining if and how instructors used
improvisation, I sought to ascertain if this encouraged
classroom participation. Most teachers observed in my

study used improvisation in their classrooms. In my
observations of teachers and the classroom dynamics I

found that participation, as a response to improvisation
was encouraged by teacher behaviors such as improvisation

with humor, personal narratives and improvisation with
storytelling in addition to the use of improvisation with

technology. However, while improvisation used with

technology contributed to increase student involvement,
improvisation with personal narratives and improvisation

with storytelling led to students' participation mostly
when used appropriately by the professor.

Furthermore, I observed that what influenced the lack
of participation for improvisation with personal
narratives and improvisation with storytelling was the

teacher's acting combined with body language, gestures and
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the tone of voice used to narrate stories. For example, in

one classroom I noticed that the teacher sat on the desk
and commented on the student papers in an endless
monotonous monologue. Forty minutes later when the teacher

finished the critique, there was no sign of interest or

involvement from the students. The teacher was still

seated on the desk completely immobile, and in the same
tone of voice decided to use a personal narrative to
provoke student's interest. The attempt to generate

participation did not succeed, and by the time the session
ended no students formulated any questions, nor had they

participated in a discussion or responded to the teacher's
narrative.

I conclude in this thesis that even if the professors
used improvisation in the classroom - with humor, with

storytelling, and with the use of technology - not
everyone succeeded in engaging students and affecting

participation. While some professors exhibited their
teaching craft (from the German kraft meaning strength,

skill), and simply applied the technique concerning their

craft, other professors used improvisation combining art
and craft. Obviously, craft involves the technique and the
skills that one needs: for example, the technique to

explain and present a subject in the classroom or draw a
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diagram on the board. Surely, craft becomes an art when
one uses his/her artistry to combine the necessary

elements together - using talent, taste, and timing. Craft

as art is one important key aspect in improvisational

teaching.
Spangler (1998) points out that "Knowledge is the
principle of operation in art" (p. 34) and who plans to
pursue this venture must be truly skillful. This need may

be recognized only because of its absence, but,

nevertheless, it remains that teaching happens, not by
chance, but by art" (Spangler, 1998, p. 29).
Finale
Art, together with the nature of beauty and taste is

identified within a branch of philosophy called Aesthetics
-a term deriving from the Greek aisthetikos. Therefore,

when no logic occurs and fantasy, insights and reality are
constantly stated and where there are no limits and

boundaries for a fertile imagination, this is when art is
expressed. When imagination and inspiration have been
stimulated and there is no fear in daring or changing
directions, art becomes the expression of a special unique
accomplishment in its genre depicted by one individual,

namely the artist, among different representations
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exhibited by others. Explicitly, anyone can sing, dance,
recite, paint, or teach. Clearly, anyone can achieve

something in life, however not all manage to reach a level
of excellence. Not everyone has the skill or the

competence to excel in his/her artistry.
Can one learn how to paint? Yes, as long as the right
ingredients are used. Does one become, an artist in using

the right ingredients? Not necessarily. Being able to

specialize in a craft does not guarantee the ability to
create and succeed in making art.
Brushes, colors, and canvass are available to

painters. However, not every person is a painter and not
every painter is an artist. The art of painting depends on

additional ingredients such as talent, taste, fantasy,
imagination, timing and the use of improvisation, culture,
passion and emotions. Like the art of painting, the art of

teaching depends also upon imagination, knowledge,

culture, taste, passion, experience, body-language and

emotions, timing and the ability to use improvisation
amidst other elements.

Like the artist whose emotion and genius are involved
in stretching a canvas, and whose passion and

improvisation are utilized to blend colors and play with
brush strokes, thereby using his/her artistry to create a
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masterpiece, the teacher too, who is involved with
emotions, passion, genius and knowledge, can perform using

improvisation to create his/her opus in the classroom.
At the base of teaching is the art of communication.
Socrates, who is considered the prototype of teachers, is

an example of someone who had a special talent. As opposed

to his fellow-citizens who were elegant and "took rich
fees for their teaching" (Highet, 1963, p. 155) Socrates,

wore ordinary clothes, talked to everybody, and shared his
knowledge for no price. Socrates did not teach or hold
speeches in sumptuous halls, but did so on street corners
and in common spaces. Socrates was able to communicate

with the thinkers, the intellectuals and with those who
had no education. He was open, malleable and had good

decorum, Socrates, was credible and knowledgeable enough

to convince his interlocutor that he was learning from

him. Lastly, at all times he used his fine wits to help
him communicate with the ignorant and the enraged.

Teaching is also performing. Therefore, like the
actors, the teachers, as well, are performers. When
improvisation is used their creative talent emerges along

with their artistry. When improvisation is combined with
ingredients such as imagination^ knowledge, culture,
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taste, passion, body-language, and emotions, unique
accomplishments occur.

Like the actors in Commedia dell'Arte, the
improvisational teacher connects with his/her audience by

orally painting words and acting out a story. The teacher
can become an artist and unique in his/her genre. Just

like the Commedia dell'Arte actors, the teacher's
knowledge of the subject provides a base upon which to

build the story. The story is embellished by culture,
knowledge, emotions, body language, experience, and

improvisation so that the connection with the student can

occur.

During my observations I found that when connection
was made with the students, there was more interaction

between the teacher and the students and among the

students, and there was more energy in the classroom. A
further observation was that the students appeared to feel

more at ease and were willing to ask more questions. In
one of my observations, I noticed that as soon as the

teacher entered the classroom he asked the students to
arrange their seats in a circle. Before the last student
sat, the teacher started the lecture discussing directly
the part that remained from the previous session. It

clearly appeared that this was the teacher's primary plan
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for the day and he was ready to accomplish it. After

almost two minutes from the beginning of the teacher's

discourse, a student interrupted and said that the part
was not clear to him and that he could not understand its

meaning. Thus, he continued, "I need more clarifications
to be able to follow at least this lecture" (personal
observation, 2009). The teacher listened to the student,

then very perfectly addressing the students he asked if
someone was willing to explain. Four hands were raised and
the teacher offered the floor to the students.

In a civilized and quiet behavior, the students began

to engage a conversation among them. One student,
addressing the colleague who interrupted the teacher,
explained and engaged herself to clarify eventual doubts.

After the student terminated the explanation, she looked
at the teacher for approval. The teacher, who never missed

a word of the action, amusingly addressed the students
"Brainstorming is very stimulating and enlightening! Soon

you will be able to teach me!" (personal observation,
2009). Then the teacher added, "You all did a very good
job" (personal observation, 2009).
The teacher intervened wisely with humor at the right

moment and with accurate words that appeared to have
affected the students in a very positive manner. It was
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clear to the students that the teacher never lost his

power and as an educated and wise person the teacher
proved that he was present and participating in this

teaching/learning momentum without showing signs of

impatience or disturbance because he had to make a quick
decision and change the direction of his daily design.

After the students' settlement, the teacher took over
and started a lecture. Calmly, students raised hands and

initiated a series of questions. The energy rose in the
classroom and did the commitment of the students. The

energy remained powerful until the end of the session. The
students continued to ask and answer to questions. There
was never a moment in the classroom where somebody or

something went out of line. There was ample interest and,
even when the students addressed their peers, their

manners were respectful and they acted with wisdom and
maturity, to the benefit of all. No one showed annoyance

or apathy; there was a visible, tangible connection
between the teacher and the students, and when the end of
the session was announced by the teacher, some students

left the class still commenting, checking and comparing
their own work.

Connecting with the students from the beginning,
created a healthy environment and allowed the students to
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feel at ease and ask questions without hesitation. Most
important, because of the teacher's openness, his vision,
and his philosophy of teaching, this whole action enhanced
the learning experience and stabilized a fertile terrain

for future sessions. I noticed that the students seemed to

appreciate the teacher's intervention and that the use of

humor and the words used by the teacher encouraged the
students as they felt recognized in their effort to

participate, learn, understand, and help the others. The
students seemed constantly aware of the teacher's presence

and never appeared to have felt neglected or left on their
own. The students appeared as if they appreciated that

they were given the opportunity to express themselves and
to show their understanding. I believe that in this
occasion, the teacher's performance demonstrated his

mastery and his teaching artistry. This episode showed
that the teacher's charisma contributed to build a

valuable environment. The teacher, who was connected with
the students, managed to transmit positive feelings in the

atmosphere, and they easily passed through the students.
Ultimately, when a teacher is connected with the students
and a vigorous and energetic environment is established,
the students feel at ease, respond to the situation, and

learning becomes the principal focus.
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In my observations experience is not necessarily an

indicator of a good improviser. The teachers in the study
varied in years of experience. They also varied in how

they used improvisation and how they engaged their

audience. These differences are also found by actors in
the 16th Century that is why Commedia dell'Arte developed
its own approach to acting. Teachers, like actors, play
their roles differently as they experience the audience.

Even if they play well it does not mean that everyone in
the audience will react the same way to their performance.

Teaching is indeed an art. The artist, mastering artistry,
is able to create a special oeuvre with the appropriate

materials and/or create something using the resources
available. Teachers do the same thing. For example, in a
classroom that initially did not respond, in order to

connect with the students the teacher used storytelling.
Storytelling was the material available to the teacher,
who using it skillfully, broke away from the script which
was the study plan.

As Fisher's narrative paradigm explicates, humans are

"storytelling animals" and narrative theory proposes that

the stories people tell are appreciated if they connect

with the audience's own personal values. However, even if
storytelling proved to be an important teaching tool, I
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found that teacher behaviors and the use of humor

contribute to student participation in the classroom as
well.
In reference to storytelling, the results showed that

when the teacher knew the audience and the subject matter
and used aptly improvisation with storytelling, the

students interacted easily; therefore, participation

occurred. During the course of my observations I watched .
teachers who used their creativity to respond to students'

behaviors in unique ways.
The teacher must always be ready for the unexpected

as the class period does not always go according to plan.
It is with the unexpected that the art of teaching
emerges. "Artistry in teaching is more likely to occur

when the classroom provides a context for improvisation
and where unpredictability, rather than predictability of

activities and consequences, is acknowledged" (Eisner,
2004, p. 152).

My data show that when technique is applied, teaching

is simply like any other craft. When teaching is based

solely on common knowledge or on a specific concentration

of a subject and where a technique is involved but no

changes or space is accepted, where fantasy, emotions,
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culture, and improvisation have no room or recognition,
then a teacher is the master of a craft.

On the other hand, teaching becomes an art when
fantasy and inspiration exist and there is no trepidation

but the audacity to move in different directions, where

there is the ability and the taste to combine knowledge,
culture, passion, experience, body-language and emotions,

timing and where there is the talent to integrate them
with improvisation. Then art becomes the expression of a

special unique accomplishment in its genre depicted by one
individual.

Limitations

This study identified if teacher improvisation was
used and if it had affected student participation in the
classroom. In terms of the theoretical approach, Goffman's
dramaturgical approach and Fisher's Narrative Paradigm
were limiting for this research. Specifically, Goffman's

dramaturgical approach displayed the basic principle of
possibilities and boundaries into a methodology for the
interpretation of human performance. Goffman used the

drama metaphor to explain how social meaning is attributed

to a person (me/you) in ordinary everyday interaction
which he considers performance.
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Goffman argues that in every situation involving
communication with others, we all assume different roles.

There are roles that we play, and the stage that we use to
play these roles. There is also an audience; therefore a
social interaction is then a performance. Using Goffman's

approach influenced the interpretation of human
performance (students-instructors/professors). Any theory

is limited because it cannot encompass all knowledge and
all aspects of what one attempts to research.

Fisher's Paradigm explains that human are

"storytelling animals". The theory proposes that the

stories people tell are evaluated based on if they relate
to an audience's own personal values. Fisher's (1984) idea

is that all communication forms are narratives, we

communicate to tell stories, or report on an event(s). The

limitation in the theoretical scope of the paradigm is

that not every professor/instructor used stories and each
"practitioner" (faculty) performed differently. People
respond to narratives; the possibility of identifying

themselves in a narrative leads them to discuss and share

idea with more self-confidence. Therefore, not telling
stories at times lead to less participation on the part of
the students.
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There have also been several internal validity

limitations. The first limitation had to do with the
inability to isolate the effect of improvisation in class

settings. Usually, improvisation may not be disentangled
from other potential influences on class participation, as
when the teacher combines improvisation with other

techniques. Consequently, when comparing participation in
classes where teachers improvised more versus in classes
where teachers improvised less it has been important to

choose courses that were more or less set up the same in
regard to the amount of lecture, number of students in

classroom, timing, etc. In other words, for equilibrium

purposes and observation it was important that classes
were similar in length, in content and structure. Yet

confounding variables exist.
Another limitation resulted from the method employed
for this study, namely the ethnographic approach and

observation. Some instructors declined to be videotaped,
so the researcher depended entirely on hand-written field

notes. Since no tape recording or video recording were
used to collect the data, the data thus collected may be

incomplete. This limitation has been partially addressed
by filling in the gaps during the post-observation
interview with the instructors.
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A third limitation which may have affected internal
validity was the Hawthorne effect. The Hawthorne effect
happens when persons modify their conduct or manners

because of their consciousness of being observed. When an

observer is introduced in a situation, individual
behaviors may change because they know they are being

examined. Such was the case in this study, because
students were aware of the observer/researcher : they chose
to participate more or participate less as a result.

Similarly, teachers were aware of being observed, so they
might have modified their instruction style as a result.

In spite of these limitations, although improvisation
has been used in a variety of settings it has not been

extensively researched in classrooms. The literature

review demonstrates that scholars like Baker-Sennett and

Matusov (1997), Lamm Pineau (1994), and Sawyer (2004)
agree on the advantage of creative teaching as
improvisational and agree that improvisation is part of
the "art of teaching" and can be an important tool in

teaching. It appears that there exists a need to further

investigate the notion of improvisation in classroom
instruction .
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Future Research
The outcome of this study suggests that there are

three areas where further exploration should take place.
The first area focuses on ethnography as a tool to examine

improvisation and participation in the classroom. The

second area should be directed towards improvisation and
its affect on participation. Finally, research should be

undertaken on training teachers to integrate theatrical
concepts in the classroom.

During my study, I found that more and more education
researchers such as Ogbu,

(1981) and Erickson (1982) have

been using the ethnographic method to understand
communicative styles, interactional styles, and

motivational patterns. For this study, ethnography was
used to collect data which showed that this tool can be

applied when conducting research on improvisation in the
classroom and improvisational teaching.

In addition to studying and observing people in a
special culture, the ethnographic approach can be used to

observe improvisation and participation' in the classroom.
Ethnography as a research tool should continue to be
employed to explore the various ramifications of
improvisation in the classroom as well as student

participation. Also, further research, using ethnography
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as observer or participant observer, should be undertaken
to study if improvisation is one way to stimulate

participation in the classroom.
In this era where education is constantly changing as

much as the generations' form and needs, teaching should

be seen as an art and applied with more imagination,
adapting it to the new market of students.
Lastly, along the course of this study and during my

observations I had confirmation that teaching is very
close to acting. Therefore, the teacher becomes the actor
like the classroom becomes the stage and like the audience

becomes the students. The metaphor with theatrical
impression is very evident, and based on the example of

Commedia dell'Arte theatrical genre, a pilot study to
train teachers to perform and integrate theatrical
concepts, such as improvisation in teaching could be

produced. The-pilot study could be organized in the same
school/facility which would choose this option to innovate
its teaching program.
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Interview Questions for Professor/lnstructor

(1)

To what extent or how detailed do you prepare your class sessions?

(2)

Do you think you incorporate improvisation in your classroom? If so,
how? If not, why?

(3)

Do you find yourself improvising or deviating from your lecture plan? If
so how? If not, why?

(4)

When you interact with students do you have stock responses or do
you think your responses are improvised, on-the-spot, and
spontaneous? How? Explain.

(5)

How might you react or respond to an atypical classroom situation? For
instance, a student answers a question in a way unexpected or
provides an example that is good but you never thought of it yourself.
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